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f™ yer the course of American history, 
Jews have held many American leaders 
in high esteem, but they maintain a unique 
emotional bond with Abraham Lincoln. From 
the time of his presidency to the present day, 
Lincoln has been persistently viewed by Amer- 
ican Jews as one of their own, identifying with 
him and, in certain respects, transforming 
Lincoln into a Jewish role model. This pio- 
neering compendium—the first volume of 
annotated documents to focus on the history 
of Lincoln's image, influence, and reputation 
among American Jews—considers how Lin- 
coln acquired his exceptional status and how, 
over the past century and a half, this fasci- 
nating relationship has evolved. 


Organized into twelve chronological and the- 
matic chapters, these little-known primary 
source documents—many never before pub- 
lished and some translated into English for 
the first time—consist of newspaper clip- 
pings, journal articles, letters, poems, and 
sermons, and they provide insight into a wide 
variety of issues relating to Lincoln’s Jewish 
connection. Topics include Lincoln’s early 
encounters with Central European Jewish 
immigrants living in the Old Northwest, as 
well as those with Jews and the Jewish com- 
munity as president; General U. S. Grant’s 
General Orders No. 11 expelling “Jews, as a 
class” from the Military Department of Ten- 
nessee; and Jewish eulogies after Lincoln's 
assassination. Other chapters consider the 
crisis of conscience that arose when Presi- 
dent Andrew Johnson proclaimed a national 
day of mourning for Lincoln on the festival 
of Shavuot (the Feast of Weeks), a day when 
Jewish law enjoins Jews to rejoice and not to 


mourn; Lincoln’s Jewish detractors contrasted 
to his boosters; how American Jews have in- 
tentionally “Judaized” Lincoln ever since his 
death; the leading role that American Jews 
have played in crafting Lincoln’s image and 
in preserving his memory for the American 
nation; American Jewish reflections on the 
question “What Would Lincoln Do?”; and 
how Lincoln, for America’s Jewish citizen- 
ry, became the avatar of America’s highest 
moral aspirations. 


With thoughtful chapter introductions that 
provide readers with a context for the an- 
notated documents that follow, this volume 
provides a fascinating chronicle of Ameri- 
can Jewry’s unfolding historical encounter 
with the life and symbolic image of Abraham 
Lincoln, shedding light on how the cultural 
interchange between American ideals and 
Jewish traditions influences the dynamics of 
the American Jewish experience. 
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hose who are born and raised in Illinois understand from an early age, almost by 

osmosis, that they live in the state that claims Abraham Lincoln as its favorite son. 
There can be little doubt that the root of my interest in Abraham Lincoln comes from 
the fact that my formative years—the first two decades of my life—were spent in the 
“Land of Lincoln,” where the sixteenth president’s name and image are ubiquitous. A 
number of my friends in junior high school had attended Lincoln Elementary, one of 
our family’s favorite eateries was on Lincoln Avenue, and the synagogue my family 
attended—Temple Beth El—was adjacent to a suburb known as Lincolnwood. 

My earliest recollection of Lincoln and Judaism explicitly intersecting in my life 
stems from the time that one of my parents’ friends gave me a bronze bust of Abraham 
Lincoln on the occasion of my becoming a Bar Mitzvah on January 30, 1965. My parents 
gently recommended that I return the bust to Marshall Field’s department store and pur- 
chase something more “useful”—something more suitable for a thirteen-year-old boy. 
To my parents’ astonishment, I dismissed the suggestion out of hand. I had no intention 
of returning my Lincoln bust, I told them. One day, it would look very impressive on my 
desk. Although the bust does not sit on my desk, it remains in my possession to this day. 

It was my teacher and mentor, however, the late Jacob Rader Marcus—the dean of 
American Jewish historians—who first introduced me to Lincoln’s singular place in the 
annals of American Jewish history. I can still see myself sitting in his American Jewish 
history class at Hebrew Union College—Jewish Institute of Religion (HUC-JIR) in Cin- 
cinnati, and, if I close my eyes, I can hear his distinctive voice recounting the details 
surrounding the promulgation of Ulysses S. Grant’s General Orders No. 11, the only 
time in U.S. history that Jews “as a class” were banished from American soil. Marcus 
taught us about a Jew named Cesar Kaskel, who had been expelled from his hometown 
of Paducah, Kentucky. Kaskel traveled to Washington, D.C., to ask President Lincoln to 
revoke Grant’s odious order. Marcus described how Kaskel managed to procure a personal 
interview with the president, at which time he implored Lincoln to revoke Grant’s order 
and thereby protect American Jewry’s rights under the U.S. Constitution. Lincoln imme- 
diately rejoined with his often-repeated (though historically undocumented) pledge: “And 
this protection you shall have at once.” Lincoln revoked Grant’s order then and there. 

I was completely mesmerized. 

Years earlier, Marcus had urged his star pupil, Bertram W. Korn, to research the 
history of American Jewry and the Civil War and, specifically, Abraham Lincoln’s re- 
lationship with his fellow Jewish citizens. I read Korn’s book from cover to cover that 
year, and I learned that there was much more to the story of Lincoln and the Jews than 
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Introduction: Abraham Lincoln and American Jewry 


O: Wednesday, April 19, 1865, Lewis Naphtali Dembitz, a prominent lawyer, Jewish 
communal leader, and longtime activist in the Republican Party, ascended the pul- 
pit of Beth Israel Synagogue on Green Street in Louisville, Kentucky, to participate in 
the congregation’s obsequies for Abraham Lincoln. He began his lament with these 
remarkable words: “You often called him, jocosely, Rabbi Abraham, as if he were one 
of our nation—of the seed of Israel; but, in truth, you might have called him ‘Abraham, 
the child of our father Abraham,’ For, indeed, of all the Israelites throughout the United 
States, there was none who more thoroughly filled the ideal of what a true descendant 
of Abraham ought to be than Abraham Lincoln.”! 

Lincoln’s familiar nickname, “Father Abraham,” was popularized in the Union 
army. The country’s soldiers enjoyed seeing the president when he visited the camps. 
He called them “my boys,” and they called him “Father Abraham.” In doing so, they 
playfully associated the biblical patriarch Abraham, the father of monotheistic faith, 
with their American “father,” Abraham Lincoln, the nation’s president.? American 
Jewish soldiers undoubtedly also referred to Lincoln as “Father Abraham.” Yet it is an 
indisputable fact that some Jews—as Dembitz’s eulogy demonstrates—whimsically 
referred to the president as Rabbi Abraham, “as if he were one of our nation.” 

Over the course of American history, Jews have held many American leaders in high 
esteem, but American Jewry’s emotional bond with Abraham Lincoln can be described 
only as sui generis. From the time of his presidency to the present day, American Jews 
have persistently believed that Lincoln was one of their own. They continuously con- 
ceived of Lincoln as a Jewish sojourner and, in certain respects, a Jewish role model. 
But how did Lincoln acquire this exceptional status, and how, over the past century 
and a half, did this interesting relationship evolve? 

One facet of this special bond may be traced back to the fact that Lincoln and his 
Jewish contemporaries interacted on a personal level. Lincoln knew some American 
Jews, and some American Jews knew Lincoln. The sixteenth president was arguably 
the first man to arrive in the White House having long fraternized with a considerable 
number of Jews prior to assuming the presidency. During the 1850s, Lincoln patro- 
nized Jewish businesses, worked shoulder to shoulder with Jews who were actively 
involved in local politics, and made friends with a noteworthy number of Jews while 
he traveled across Ilinois’s Eighth Judicial Circuit. In addition, a considerable number 
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of Jews considered Lincoln to be a personal friend or, at the very least, a personal ac- 
quaintance. Jews had had political associations with Lincoln for years, and some took 
part in helping Lincoln to secure his party’s nomination in 1860. After he was chosen 
to head the Republican ticket, numerous American Jews participated enthusiastically 
in his election campaign. In short, among Lincoln’s many friends, there was a band of 
Jewish Lincoln loyalists. 

Interestingly, had Abraham Lincoln been running for president in 1840 instead of 
1860, this relationship might never have been possible. This is because, demographi- 
cally speaking, American Jewry had become a perceptible communal presence at the 
very time that Lincoln’s political career was unfolding. Between the mid-1830s and the 
1860s, thousands of Jews from German-speaking lands, as well as Jews from the Baltic 
region, immigrated to the United States. A considerable number of these immigrants 
settled in Illinois, Indiana, Kentucky, Missouri, Ohio, and Wisconsin. Many of them had 
been activists in the liberal revolutionary movements of their native lands. The failure 
of these revolutions and the subsequent reactionary political response drove them to 
emigrate in search of a better life. Economic opportunity, American democracy, and 
the Constitution’s promise of freedom pulled them from across the Atlantic to the New 
World. It did not take long for many of these seasoned activists to dive headfirst into 
the pool of local politics. 

These Jewish newcomers discovered they were welcome to participate in the 
hurly-burly world of politics on the American frontier. Many took a keen interest in 
the intensifying debate over slavery in America. Those who had fought for civic en- 
franchisement in the Old World identified with the struggle to abolish slavery in the 
New. Typically, the Jews who were opposed to the institution of slavery did not asso- 
ciate themselves with abolitionist societies; the Christian evangelical rhetoric and the 
exclusiveness that dominated these associations were off-putting. They needed a way to 
participate on their own terms. Many immigrant Jews were attracted to the Republican 
Party and to Lincoln’s candidacy for these very reasons.? 

The interaction between Lincoln and the American Jewish community continued 
to evolve during his years in office. The president encountered a number of Jewish com- 
munal leaders—including many American rabbis—who made personal appeals to him 
on behalf of their constituents. He also engaged with various Jewish personalities who 
were soliciting a personal favor. Lincoln invited Jewish citizens to attend social functions 
held at the White House, and he even developed a personal association with a Jewish 
chiropodist who cared for his feet and whom he subsequently sent to New Orleans to 
serve as a special envoy for his administration. During the Lincoln presidency, Jewish 
newspaper editors reported on these various encounters. 

In assessing Lincoln’s attitude concerning the African American and civil rights, 
Mary Frances Berry argues that Lincoln had “no static, dead-hand view of the Consti- 
tution. [For Lincoln], the Constitution was a changing, evolving document yielding to 
necessity.” It has been similarly noted that one of Lincoln’s most admirable personality 
traits was his openness to change and his willingness to reassess his principles in the 
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face of changing realities. As the distinguished African American historian Carter G. 
Woodson observed many years ago, Lincoln “gradually grew into the full stature of 
democracy.”> Lincoln’s decisive actions in a series of highly publicized controversies 
concerning Jews and civil rights constitute another useful perspective on his view of 
the Constitution as well as on his ability to respond to changing social circumstances. 

In July 1861, the U.S. Congress adopted a law that permitted each of the Union’s 
regimental commanders, on a vote of his field officers, to appoint a chaplain who was 
“a regularly ordained minister of some Christian denomination.” As the implications 
of this law dawned on the American Jewish community, an organized protest was 
brought directly to Lincoln. He immediately understood why this law was exclusionary 
and unfair, and he subsequently took steps to see that the law was amended so that 
Jews as well as Christians could become chaplains in the U.S. military. Similarly, his 
decision to immediately revoke Ulysses S. Grant’s infamous General Orders No. 11—an 
order banishing “Jews asa class” from the military’s Department of Tennessee—further 
enhanced his reputation as a man of fairness who was genuinely concerned about the 
welfare of the American Jewish community. The rise of an organized effort to install 
Christianity as the official religion of the United States by amending the Constitution 
was a particularly worrisome development for American Jewry. Again, Lincoln’s skill- 
ful management of this movement sheds light on his political acumen as well as on his 
views on the Constitution. 

The aforementioned controversies attracted widespread public attention during 
the Lincoln administration, and even Jews who had never been Lincoln loyalists would 
eulogize the fallen president graciously and describe him as a man who was earnestly 
sympathetic to American Jewry’s concerns and interests. Rabbi Morris J. Raphall of 
New York, for example, was never a Lincoln loyalist. Nevertheless, he did not hesitate to 
go to Washington and ask the president to grant his son a military promotion. Lincoln 
acceded to Raphall’s request, and the rabbi left the meeting convinced that his request 
had been granted, in part, because Lincoln knew he “was a Jew.”” Lincoln made a similar 
impression on Rabbi Isaac Mayer Wise of Cincinnati. Wise was a loyal member of the 
Democratic Party and, from time to time, would criticize Lincoln harshly in the pages 
of his newspaper, the Israelite. Yet, after he met Lincoln personally to thank him for 
revoking Grant’s odious order, Wise told readers of the Israelite that Lincoln “entertained 
no prejudices of any kind against any nationality, and especially against Israelites, to 
whom he manifested a particular attachment.”® 

As president, Lincoln definitely had his share of Jewish detractors and political op- 
ponents. In the South, there were those who wanted to assassinate him before he could 
take his oath of office. One of the most urgent warnings about this plot came from a 
man who may very well have been Lincoln’s oldest Jewish friend, Abraham Jonas from 
Quincy, Hlinois. Jonas had ten children, and some of them lived in New Orleans when 
Lincoln won the election. The Jonas children knew Lincoln well; he visited their father 
in Quincy on a number of occasions. They always spoke fondly of Lincoln, and this 
familial relationship may have prompted at least one of them to notify Jonas in Quincy 
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that there were those in New Orleans who intended to kill Lincoln upon his arrival 
in Washington in order to prevent him from assuming office. Jonas promptly wrote 
Lincoln a letter of warning, urging him to take all necessary precaution. The fact that 
Abraham Jonas’s children leaked the plot to their father, however, did not mean they 
were Lincoln supporters. To the contrary, four of Jonas’s sons joined the Confederate 
army and remained lifelong loyal sons of the South.° 

The vast majority of southern Jews were Confederate patriots who were ardently 
opposed to Lincoln’s party and his politics. Arguably the most prominent Jewish Con- 
federate of all, Judah P. Benjamin, once described Lincoln as the candidate “who denies 
me all my rights, openly and fairly." As far as Benjamin and his peers were concerned, 
the die for secession had been cast once the nation elected a man who carried the banner 
of the Republican Party. Benjamin was undoubtedly speaking for thousands of fellow 
southerners—Jewish and non-Jewish—when, on December 31, 1860, he arose in the 
chambers of the U.S. Senate to defend the right of the southern states to secede from 
the Union. “An enslaved and servile race you can never make of us,” Benjamin defiantly 
proclaimed; “Never! Never!”! Throughout the South, thousands of young Jewish men 
took up arms to defend their homeland once hostilities erupted. 

President Lincoln had Jewish critics in the North, too. Jewish spokesmen like Wise, 
Raphall, and Isaac Leeser often spoke as though they were formally associated with 
the Copperheads—northern Democrats who opposed the government’s war policy 
in favor of a negotiated peace settlement with the South. In their newspaper columns 
and from their pulpits, these men periodically berated the way Lincoln prosecuted the 
war, criticized his decision to suspend the writ of habeas corpus, and bemoaned his 
various political missteps. Yet, Lincoln’s Jewish critics—whether in the North or the 
South—were also known to acknowledge his probity and earnestness. 

In analyzing the Lincoln-Douglas debates, for example, Judah P. Benjamin con- 
cluded that it was “impossible not to admire [Lincoln’s] perfect candor and frankness.”! 
Similarly, at the very end of the war, when Lincoln made his famous visit to Richmond 
in April 1865—only days before his death— Gustavus A. Myers, a loyal southerner and 
one of the city’s most prominent Jewish citizens, met with Lincoln in the hope of per- 
suading him to be lenient with the South. Lincoln impressed Myers with his friendly 
disposition and his “civility and good humor.” In the wake of Lincoln’s brutal assas- 
sination, Jews joined with the rest of the Union in exalting Lincoln and honoring his 
memory. Although there were a few instances where southern Jews literally celebrated 
Lincoln’s death, most Confederate Jews chose to shun manifest expressions of rejoicing. 

Even in death, Lincoln provided members of the Jewish community an opportunity 
to participate as equals in the affairs of the nation. In every city in the Union where 
there was a significant Jewish population, Jewish citizens and Jewish organizations 
figured prominently in the public obsequies held in Lincoln’s memory. Jews marched 
as a collective in Lincoln’s various funeral pageants and processions, and rabbis were 
invited to offer prayers in public memorial ceremonies that were subsequently organized. 
Eulogies for Lincoln were delivered in practically every Jewish congregation throughout 
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the country. Like the hundreds of eulogies delivered in Christian houses of worship, a 
noteworthy number of the Jewish eulogies appeared in the community press or were 
later published in pamphlets for public circulation. In a sense, Lewis Dembitz was 
speaking for all of American Jewry when he told the Jews of Louisville, “I speak to you 
on this occasion not as a preacher—I am not a prophet nor a son of a prophet—but I 
stand before you as the chief mourner, thinking, as I do, that, among this congregation, 
none thought oftener or more than I did of the great dead, whose fate we today lament.”4 

It was in the context of the Lincoln eulogies that American Jews first began to em- 
brace Lincoln as a Jewish exemplar. Making specific mention of Lincoln’s longstanding 
personal relationship with American Jewry and recollecting the tangible efforts the 
president made to safeguard Jewry’s civil rights, Lincoln was repeatedly eulogized as an 
adoptive father of the children of Israel. Lincoln, these Jewish leaders explicitly declared, 
“was like one of us.”!> Rabbi Max Lilienthal of Cincinnati declared, “A great man has 
fallen in Israel!” Rabbi Wise, also of Cincinnati, assured his people that Lincoln “pre- 
served numerous features of the Hebrew race, both in countenance and character.”!6 In 
Baltimore, Rabbi Benjamin Szold dramatically proclaimed: “Even while [Lincoln] was 
not flesh of our flesh, he was spirit of our spirit and essence of our essence. His soul and 
heart, his entire nature . . . are all truly Judaic and truly Jewish in spirit.”” 

The widespread promulgation of these assertions, and others like them, throughout 
the American Jewish community marked the beginning of a process that might best 
be called the Judaization of Abraham Lincoln. For American Jewry, this phenomenon 
incrementally transformed Lincoln from a great American president and national hero 
into a bona fide American Jewish icon. 

Over the past century and a half, the Judaization of Lincoln has gone hand in 
hand with the Americanization of this country’s Jewry. Jews eagerly participated in the 
process of memorializing and exalting Lincoln together with the rest of the American 
nation. They contributed funds to erect communal monuments and iconic statues in his 
honor. They continually played a leading role in the process of gathering and preserving 
Lincolniana and in publishing books about his life. As the custom of commemorating 
Lincoln’s birthday took root during the last decades of the nineteenth century, Ameri- 
can Jews dutifully marked these occasions and paid homage to his life in sermons and 
orations. In 1909, when the nation celebrated the centennial anniversary of Lincoln’s 
birth, American Jewry produced a torrent of lectures, sermons, essays, and programs 
in almost every Jewish community throughout the country. All through the twentieth 
century, Jews participated in the cultural construction of Lincoln’s image. They com- 
posed music about Lincoln, they sculpted his image, and they painted his likeness. In 
every conceivable way, American Jews have been active participants in what one rabbi 
called “the sacred memory of one of [the] true and faithful servants for the common 
good of all mankind and the honor of our land.”!8 

Yet, the image and ideal of Abraham Lincoln in the nation’s collective memory has 
concomitantly influenced the Americanization and acculturation of American Jewry. 
It was Lincoln, more than any other personality in American history, who spoke to the 
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nation’s immigrant newcomers. A sociologist who studied Lincoln’s influence on the 
nation’s memory has observed that “beneath the immigrants’ diverse experiences of 
Lincoln was the common belief that he would have understood and respected them in 
their singularity.” 

The legacy of Lincoln appealed to the millions of East European Jewish immigrants 
who poured into this country between 1881 and 1924. There was no one more authenti- 
cally American than Lincoln, and, by revering Lincoln, immigrants were simultaneously 
embracing the nation’s heritage. Through the world of Yiddish culture—stories, poems, 
and songs—immigrants learned about Lincoln and, in doing so, made him one of their 
own. He became meaningful to them as Jews and as Americans. Just as the biblical 
Abraham was a father to all the monotheistic faiths, so too was the memory of Abra- 
ham Lincoln an inspiration to all Americans, especially to the immigrant newcomers. 

Yet, it has been aptly noted that it is very difficult to “distinguish the sense in which 
the Jews had assimilated Lincoln from the sense in which Lincoln had assimilated 
them.” The symbiotic relationship linking American Jewry to Abraham Lincoln is 
particularly apparent in a genre of sermons and speeches that began to appear around 
the time of the centennial anniversary of Lincoln’s birth in 1909. Again and again over 
the course of the twentieth century, rabbis, educators, and Jewish communal leaders 
pondered the question, “What would Lincoln do if he were alive today?” The answer 
was inevitably the assertion that a Jewish lesson could be conveyed by Lincoln’s personal 
example. Jewish liberals and conservatives, Jewish businessmen and laborers, Jewish 
socialists and capitalists, Jewish religious reformers and traditionalists all insisted that if 
Lincoln were alive, he would be urging them to pursue their particular mission because 
they were Americans and because they were Jews. 
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The foregoing generalizations are based on a careful study of the numerous primary 
source documents that have been assembled in the following chapters as well as on the 
accompanying secondary literature used to elucidate them. Although other scholars 
have written on this topic, this work constitutes the first thoroughgoing documentary 
analysis of Abraham Lincoln’s historical relationship with American Jewry from its 
beginnings nearly two decades before he became a national figure through the first 
decade of the twenty-first century. Each chapter begins with a concise introduction, 
which adumbrates its thematic content, and contains a series of illustrative documents. 
Each item in this section of the chapter is introduced by a headnote that highlights the 
document’s significance and places it in a historical context. 

Chapter 1 describes Lincoln’s earliest Jewish encounters, which began in the 1840s 
and continued to evolve up until he assumed the presidency in 1861. Shortly after his 
inauguration, Lincoln came into contact with one of the most complex and intriguing 
of his many Jewish associates, Isachar Zacharie. The story of Lincoln’s relationship with 
Zacharie—a podiatrist who was destined to become Lincoln’s friend and, ultimately, a 
furtive envoy for the Lincoln administration—is reconstructed in chapter 2. 
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Chapters 3, 4, and 5 focus respectively on three significant sociopolitical controver- 
sies concerning the Jews that transpired during Lincoln’s presidency. Chapter 3 concen- 
trates on the so-called chaplaincy controversy that resulted from a law adopted by the 
U.S. Congress in July 1861 that permitted each of the Union’s regimental commanders, 
on a vote of his field officers, to appoint a chaplain so long as he was “a regularly or- 
dained minister of some Christian denomination.””! Lincoln’s response to a second crisis, 
brought on by the promulgation of General Orders No. 11, Ulysses S. Grant’s infamous 
edict expelling “Jews as a class” from the Military Department of Tennessee—the only 
time in all of U.S. history when Jews were banished from American territory—is the 
subject of chapter 4. Chapter 5 deals with a third concern that worried the Jewish com- 
munity during Lincoln’s presidency: the rise of an organized effort to install Christianity 
as the official religion of the United States by amending the Constitution. In each one 
of these instances, representatives of the Jewish community addressed their complaints 
to Lincoln and urged him to side with them. He did not disappoint. 

Chapter 6 contains a sampling of the many eulogies and obsequies that the Jewish 
community offered up in the wake of Lincoln’s assassination. This is the first time that 
many of these addresses have been published in English, and they highlight the partic- 
ularistic way American Jewry mourned the martyred president. Chapter 7 is entirely 
devoted to a “Shavuot controversy,” an interesting situation that relates to the topic of 
Jewish communal mourning for Lincoln. This episode, which occurred on June 1, 1865—a 
month and a half after Lincoln’s death—created a vexing moral dilemma for American 
Jewry when President Andrew Johnson proclaimed a national day of mourning on the 
Festival of Weeks (Shavuot), a day of Jewish rejoicing. 

Abraham Lincoln maintained a close association with many Jews, and he also 
patronized Jewish businesses. Yet, as noted above, Lincoln also had a number of Jewish 
detractors. Chapter 8 brings these conflicting sentiments into bold relief by examining 
an assortment of the contesting views that Jews expressed during Lincoln’s presidency 
and at the time of his death. 

Chapters 9, 10, 11, and 12 explore the evolution of Lincoln as a unique cultural icon 
and a historical phenomenon for American Jewry from the time of his death in 1865 
to the present day. In Chapter 9, I examine the ways in which American Jews began to 
Judaize Lincoln and embrace him as a unique amalgam of Americanism and Judaism. 
Chapter 10 focuses on the story of various American Jews who actively participated in 
the process of crafting Lincoln’s image as well as of preserving his memory in American 
culture. 

As the centennial of Lincoln’s birthday approached in 1909, Americans first began 
asking themselves—in sermons, newspaper articles, addresses, and social commentar- 
ies—“What would Lincoln do?” if he were alive today. Chapter 11 explores how American 
Jews made use of this same rhetorical technique in order to assert that Lincoln would 
want Jews to embrace their own Jewish heritage and thereby become better Ameri- 
cans. Finally, chapter 12 explores a potpourri of topics, all of which relate to Lincoln’s 
remarkable versatility as an American Jewish lodestar. This chapter concludes with an 
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analysis of a popular Internet rumor maintaining that Abraham Lincoln was literally 
of Jewish descent. 
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Jewish sociologists have taken note of the fact that in the United States, Jews relate to 
their religion and their ethnicity in a particularly distinctive manner. As one scholar 
framed this point many years ago, American Jews “locate the source of their ethic in 
Judaism,” though the “motive power for their making such an identification comes from 
the general [American] culture.” More recently, another scholar has described this par- 
ticular phenomenon as the coalescence of American and Jewish values. In other words, 
the practice of Judaism and the content of one’s Jewishness in America are shaped by 
a foundational and immovable presupposition that Americanism and Jewishness are, 
for all intents and purposes, “almost identical.” 

It is not always possible to distinguish clearly between the Judaization of Lincoln 
and Lincoln’s role in Americanizing the Jew. This is why one scholar has suggested that 
in order to understand American Jewish culture, a historian must “negotiate between 
a dominant culture and a precarious deviation from it.” American Jewry’s unfolding 
historical encounter with the life and symbolic image of Abraham Lincoln serves as 
a fruitful case study shedding light on how the cultural interchange between Ameri- 
can ideals and Jewish historical traditions has functioned in the past and, most likely, 
will continue in the years ahead to influence the dynamics of the American Jewish 
experience.” 
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Immigrants and the Old Northwest: 
Lincoln’s First Encounters with American Jewry 


n the 1830s, dramatic demographic changes transformed American Jewry. The Jewish 
ferries began to grow, and prominent centers of Jewish life sprang up west of the 
Eastern Seaboard. By the 1860s, cities such as Cincinnati, Indianapolis, St. Louis, Chicago, 
Milwaukee, Louisville, and San Francisco each had between 800 and 2,000 Jewish citizens. 
Abraham Lincoln's political ascendancy occurred at this very time, when the immigrant 
population in the territories of the Old Northwest and the population of American Jewry 
were both undergoing a dramatic growth spurt. The mass immigration of Jews from 
Central Europe—primarily from present-day Germany and Austria—would come to 
play, as we will see, an important role in Lincoln’s personal and political development. 


Lincoln, Politics, Jews, and the Old Northwest 


In 1809, the year of Lincoln’s birth, there were very few population centers in the ter- 
ritories of the Old Northwest. Yet by the time Lincoln became president in 1861, al- 
most a quarter of the nation’s population—approximately 7 million people—resided 
in that section of the country. Before 1830, the vast majority of new settlers in the 
Old Northwest hailed from one of the original thirteen states. During the 1840s and 
1850s, however, a wave of foreigners swelled that region’s population, and by the mid- 
1840s, immigrants constituted 79 percent of the net migration to the Old Northwest. 
In the 1850s, that figure jumped to 88 percent. As one historian noted, “Lincoln, even if 
he would, could not help coming in contact with the few Jewish people in the part of 
the country which was then the Middle West. They were the same hardy pioneers. . . 
who trekked along with others to open up the country, ever westward-bound.” It would 
indeed have been difficult for any aspiring politician to ignore the rapidly increasing 
number of foreigners who migrated to this part of the country during the two decades 
that preceded the Civil War.! 

What was it that made the Old Northwest so appealing to newcomers during this 
period? Even before territories became states, the region drew many settlers because 
it seemed so full of promise. Many of the vital freedoms enshrined in the U.S. Consti- 
tution and the Bill of Rights were safeguarded by the Northwest Ordinance, including 
freedom of religion, the inviolability of private contracts, and the legal right to convey 
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inheritance to one’s heirs. The availability of land for settlement, periodically encour- 
aged by federal legislation, also attracted newcomers looking for a place to settle in 
the expanding nation. The Northwest Ordinance’s ban on slavery, which was carried 
over into the states’ constitutions, was particularly appealing to European immigrants. 
Above all, the region of the Old Northwest offered people promising opportunities to 
earn a dependable livelihood. For instance, many of the German and Irish immigrants 
who came during the 1830s found reliable work wherever the rivers, the various canal 
projects, and even the fledgling railroad lines carried them.? 

As the number of foreign newcomers ballooned during the 1830s and 1840s, the 
number of Jewish immigrants who settled in the Old Northwest similarly rose. Be- 
ginning in the 1830s and continuing in waves throughout the course of the nineteenth 
century, a large number of Jews from Central Europe immigrated to the United States. 
The political, social, and economic disabilities that plagued Jews in the Old World pushed 
them to emigrate, and America beckoned them to its shores. Eager to make a reliable 
living, many of these Jewish immigrants quickly left the East Coast cities where they 
originally disembarked and followed the settlement patterns of the general American 
population. To earn their livelihood, these immigrant Jews made use of their business 
skills and the various trades they had learned in the Old World. They contributed to 
the region’s growing economic infrastructure by establishing shops and businesses 
or by working as skilled tradesmen. It was at this time that many Jewish immigrants 
were drawn to the fast-growing cities of the Old Northwest—cities such as Chicago, 
Cincinnati, Indianapolis, Louisville, Milwaukee, and St. Louis. Others made their way 
into the smaller communities all across the vast Mississippi River basin, where they 
settled and remained for many years. 

Abraham Lincoln’s life unfolded in this region, just as all of these changes tran- 
spired. He not only was a firsthand witness to these demographic transformations but 
also was personally affected by them. In 1834, the year that the twenty-five-year-old 
Lincoln first won a seat in the Illinois General Assembly, there may have been only 
5,000 or 6,000 Jews in all of the United States. However, by the time he campaigned 
for the U.S. Senate in 1858, there were approximately 15,000 Jews living in the states of 
Hlinois, Indiana, and Ohio alone. In 1860, approximately 150,000-200,000 Jews lived 
in the United States. Lincoln, both as an aspiring politician and as a circuit-riding 
lawyer, became familiar with immigrants, foreign settlers, and the atmosphere of a 
rapidly expanding society. During these same transformational years, Lincoln encoun- 
tered and, in some instances, befriended many of the Jews who settled in the Old 
Northwest.? 

Cincinnati represents the most dramatic example of the Jewish population surge 
that occurred during the two decades that preceded the Civil War. In the early 1820s, 
there could not have been more than a dozen or so Jews in the town that Henry 
Wadsworth Longfellow would poetically crown the “Queen of the West” in 1854. By 
1855, when Lincoln made his first (and famously unpleasant) visit to Cincinnati, he 
unquestionably encountered a burgeoning metropolis as well as a Jewish community 
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that was growing so rapidly that it would soon become the second largest Jewish pop- 
ulation in the United States. Walking down the streets of Cincinnati in 1855, Lincoln 
would have seen Jewish shop owners, businessmen, and even some political activists. 
He would have had a similar experience during this same decade when he visited other 
cities like Chicago, Indianapolis, Louisville, and Milwaukee, all of which enjoyed a 
noteworthy rise in their Jewish population as a result of the Jewish migration from 
Central Europe. In addition to his experience in these large cities, many of which had 
hundreds of Jewish citizens, Lincoln was unquestionably accustomed to encountering a 
colorful assortment of foreign immigrants, among them a handful of pioneering Jewish 
settlers who peddled and settled in many of the small towns he frequented while riding 
the Eighth Judicial Circuit. 


Lincoln’s Encounters with Jewish Proprietors 


As Lincoln rose to local prominence during the 1840s and 1850s, crowds of curious on- 
lookers throughout the region of the Old Northwest would gather to hear this familiar 
local personality speak on issues of the day as he campaigned for party candidates or ran 
for office himself. It was during this period that Lincoln first established warm personal 
and professional associations with an array of immigrant Jewish businessmen. Years 
later, a number of these individuals would write about their contact with Lincoln in 
their memoirs. Considered collectively, these testimonies—some of which admittedly 
may have been retrospectively exaggerated—demonstrate that Lincoln frequently pa- 
tronized Jewish shopkeepers and left them with the impression that he was more than 
a transient customer; they remembered him as their friend.° 

Julius Hammerslough (1831-1908) of Springfield, Illinois, owned one of the haber- 
dasheries that Lincoln frequented and also claimed that Lincoln was a close personal 
friend. Julius immigrated to the United States from Germany with his family when 
he was a young boy. The Hammersloughs originally lived in Baltimore, but Julius and 
two of his three brothers, Edward and Samuel, moved to Springfield and opened a 
haberdashery in the 1850s. One of Hammerslough’s two sisters, Augusta, married an 
immigrant from the city of Biinde in the Herford District of Westphalia named Samuel 
Rosenwald (1828-99).° Augusta and Samuel followed the Hammerslough brothers to 
Springfield and opened a dry goods store of their own. The Lincolns patronized the 
Hammersloughs and the Rosenwalds, and, as far as these two families were concerned, 
Abraham Lincoln was a personal friend.” 

In 1861, Julius Hammerslough claimed that he traveled to Washington to attend 
Lincoln’s first inaugural, and during Lincoln’s term in office he insisted that he visited 
the White House on a number of occasions. Years later, Hammerslough remembered that 
the Lincoln family once entrusted him with the duty of escorting Mary Todd Lincoln’s 
sister Elizabeth Porter (née Todd) Edwards from her home in Springfield to Washing- 
ton.’ According to Hammerslough, Lincoln always treated him like a friend, invari- 
ably greeting him by inquiring, “How are the boys?”—a reference to Hammerslough’s 
brothers back home in Springfield. The bond of friendship between the Lincolns and 
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the Hammersloughs was strong enough that, after Lincoln’s assassination, community 
leaders in Springfield asked Julius Hammerslough to serve on the Springfield citizens’ 
committee that accompanied Lincoln’s remains from Chicago to Springfield on his final 
trip home in 1865.9 Some months later, when the National Lincoln Monument Associa- 
tion was organized in order to raise the funds needed to erect a fitting memorial for the 
martyred president, Hammerslough was asked, as an official member of the association, 
to solicit his coreligionists. On May 30, 1865, he explained why American Jews should 
donate funds to such a project: “It is above all, fitting in this land where the Hebrews 
have won so proud a name and are so greatly respected and honored that they should 
thus show their love and veneration for the fallen chief of the nation, whose wisdom, 
honesty and purity of purpose were so highly appreciated by foreign nations and who 
was so beloved at home.” 

Henry Rice (1834-1914) was another Jewish immigrant who, like Hammerslough, 
considered Lincoln to be a friend and neighbor. Rice came to the United States from 
Germany in the late 1840s and by 1853 had established his own store in Jacksonville, 
Illinois—Henry Rice & Co., a haberdashery. Rice’s business in Jacksonville prospered, 
and in 1861, after the Civil War broke out, Rice served as a military storekeeper—a sut- 
ler—for the Union army in Cairo, Illinois. In 1862, Rice relocated to Memphis, where he 
opened a wholesale dry goods store named Rice, Stix, and Company. Rice subsequently 
moved to West End, New Jersey, in 1866 and ran the eastern branch of his company, 
which moved its headquarters to St. Louis in 1879. In New Jersey, Rice remained active 
in numerous Jewish organizations, including the United Jewish Charities, which he 
led from 1874 to 1904.!! 

Rice recollected that Lincoln patronized his store whenever he was in Jacksonville 
and claimed he maintained a casual friendship with the tall country lawyer. Rice must 
have had confidence in Lincoln’s legal abilities, too, for he recommended Lincoln as a 
“reputable lawyer” to friends who were in need of legal services. After Lincoln became 
president, Rice managed to persuade his friend, the president, to return the favor: he 
asked Lincoln to appoint him as the official sutler for the military district near Cairo. 
The post did come his way, but it seems the appointment may have been a brief one, 
because the following year, in 1862, Rice moved to Memphis. Later in life, Rice insisted 
that Lincoln had made a great effort to grant his requests for patronage.” 

Like Hammerslough and Rice, Louis Salzenstein (1811-84), who hailed from Halsdorf, 
Hessen, was also a Central European immigrant. He immigrated to the United States 
around 1831 and lived in Baltimore, Maryland, for a decade before settling in Athens, 
Illinois, in 1843. Salzenstein, who lived in Athens for nearly forty years, succeeded in 
business as a general store owner and a livestock trader. According to local legend, Lin- 
coln patronized Salzenstein’s store whenever he was visiting Athens. Today, Salzenstein’s 
home houses the Abraham Lincoln Long Nine Museum, wherein visitors still learn about 
Lincoln’s friendship with “Old Salty”: “Abraham Lincoln and Louis Salzenstein were 
close friends and Lincoln often stopped at his store and his residence. Mr. Salzenstein 
built a sort of bar room where liquors were dispensed. Most of the stores in that age 
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were selling whiskey. It is a tradition that Lincoln stayed in the front part of the store 
and many times refused to accompany his friends to the bar room for a drink.” 

Salzenstein’s son Myer claimed that Abraham Lincoln once borrowed an ax from 
his father’s store in order to cut down a tree and catch a raccoon! According to Myer, 
Lincoln never returned the ax, though Honest Abe did offer to pay for the tool." 

There were also Jews, like Samuel Huttenbauer (1840?-83) of Cincinnati, who would 
regale their families with nostalgic reminiscences about their former associations with 
the famous president. Huttenbauer, who immigrated to the United States in 1857 from 
Mayence, told his children and grandchildren that when he was an eighteen-year-old 
peddler selling his wares in central Illinois, a lawyer named Abraham Lincoln made a 
point of purchasing suspenders and collar buttons from his pushcart. 

All of these examples suggest that Lincoln did indeed patronize immigrant Jewish 
business owners as he traveled along the legal circuit in central Illinois. These warm 
recollections suggest that Lincoln conducted himself in a manner that convinced Jew- 
ish midwesterners like Hammerslough, Rice, Salzenstein, and Huttenbauer that he 
bore Jews no prejudice; he treated them like any other fellow citizen. One particularly 
colorful illustration of Lincoln’s openness and good nature toward strangers, including 
immigrant Jews, comes from his encounter with Samuel G. Alschuler (1826-82), an 
immigrant Jewish photographer from Urbana, Illinois. 

Alschuler, who came to the United States in 1848 from Bavaria, opened a photog- 
raphy studio in Urbana in the mid-185os. In April 1858, when Lincoln was positioning 
himself to be selected as the U.S. senator from Illinois, he came to Urbana to represent 
clients at the Champaign Circuit Court. Neophyte photographers were always eager to 


Samuel G. Alschuler, a 
Jewish immigrant who lent 
Lincoln his own coat prior to 
photographing him. Courtesy 
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display photographs of notable figures in the hope of promoting their technical skills 
to the general public. Lincoln was likely aware that if he allowed Alschuler to take his 
picture, a copy of the print would undoubtedly be prominently displayed in the immi- 
grant photographer’s window for publicity purposes. Perhaps for this reason, or perhaps 
due to his good nature, Lincoln agreed to let Alschuler take his picture. 

Lincoln arrived at Alschuler’s place of business wearing a rumpled linen coat—pos- 
sibly the same unkempt frock coat that Edwin M. Stanton (1814-69) famously lampooned 
when the two men first met in Cincinnati in 1855.!° Alschuler politely suggested that 
the photograph would turn out better if Lincoln wore a black coat, but Lincoln could 
not fulfill the request, since he had left his black coat at home. Hoping to make the best 
of the situation, the immigrant photographer offered his own black coat to the future 
president. Alschuler was much smaller than his subject, so Lincoln’s arms extended 
through the sleeves of his coat “a quarter yard.” A fellow attorney, Henry C. Whitney, 
who had accompanied Lincoln to Alschuler’s place of business remembered that Lin- 
coln “was overcome with merriment” when the short coat “proved to be a bad misfit.” 
The awkward incident did not deter Lincoln from sitting for Alschuler again, this time 
when the immigrant photographer’s subject was the president-elect.” 


Lincoln’s Jewish Political Allies 


It was during this same period that Lincoln began to encounter Jews who were active in 
politics. Abraham Jonas (1801-64), a prominent political activist from Quincy, Hlinois, 
appears to have been one of Lincoln’s earliest and closest political associates. It is quite 
likely that Jonas and Lincoln first became acquainted with one another in the early 1840s 


Abraham Jonas, Lincoln’s 
political ally and close friend for 
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when the two men were members of the Illinois Whig Party. Jonas was an English Jew 
who immigrated to the United States on the advice of his older brother, Joseph, who 
was among the first Jews to settle in Cincinnati. Abraham came to Cincinnati in 1819, 
but in 1826 he left his brother and moved to Williamstown, Kentucky, where he worked 
as a shopkeeper. It was in Williamstown that Jonas began to take part in Kentucky 
politics. In 1837, Jonas moved his business to Quincy, Illinois, where he began to study 
law, involve himself in local politics, and emerge as a leader in both the Jewish and the 
general communities. He was one of the founders of the city’s first Jewish congregations, 
Bnai Abraham, which met in a building that Jonas owned during its early years." 

It was during this time that Jonas came into contact with a fellow Whig partisan, 
Abraham Lincoln. Lincoln had settled in Springfield the same year that Jonas came to 
Quincy and was then representing Sangamon County in the Illinois General Assembly. 
Jonas had the same aspirations and in 1842 made an unsuccessful bid to represent Adams 
County in the assembly. Then, in 1844, Jonas tried to win a seat in the Illinois Senate 
but was again defeated. Although Lincoln’s legal work did not bring him to Adams 
County, the two men must have been together at numerous Whig gatherings because 
the correspondence that survives from the mid-1850s suggests that when Lincoln vis- 
ited Quincy for the first time in his career, the two men had already long established a 
mutual respect and a close political alliance.! 

Jonas was among those who beckoned Lincoln to Quincy in 1854 so he could en- 
dorse the Whigs’ congressional candidate, whose Democratic opponent was to benefit 
from a personal appearance by Stephen Douglas (1813-61). In a letter urging Lincoln 
to come to Quincy, Jonas is obviously writing to a colleague he knows quite well: “Be 
assured that nothing will afford greater pleasure to your personal friends and the Whigs 
generally than you consent to visit us—and the Douglasites would as soon see old nick 
here as yourself.” 

In the mid-1850s, Jonas and Lincoln both abandoned the rapidly disintegrating 
Whig Party and joined the recently established Republican Party. In 1856, the two 
men took the stump for the Republicans’ first presidential candidate, John C. Frémont 
(1813—-90).7! Evidently, Jonas was himself a compelling orator who was in demand, yet 
he admired Lincoln’s oratorical skill and witnessed his ability to “effect wonders” from 
the speaker’s platform. Jonas was one of Lincoln’s earliest and most loyal boosters; he 
supported Lincoln in his unsuccessful bid to become a U.S. senator in 1858, and he served 
as the chair of the “Republican Committee of Arrangements” for the Lincoln-Douglas 
debate in Quincy.” 

The reminiscences left by one of Jonas’s sons, Edward (1844-1918), from the time 
of the Lincoln-Douglas debate in Quincy leaves one with a sense of Lincoln’s playful 
personality as well as the spirit of friendship he felt for Jonas and his children: 


I saw Mr. Lincoln in my father’s home in Quincy during the great 


Douglas-Lincoln Debates and during the same period, my father, who 
was taking part in the campaign, took me with him to various points 


15 


IMMIGRANTS AND THE OLD NORTHWEST 


where Mr. Lincoln was present. I was only thirteen years old and it was I 
think at August or Newcomb, Ilinois. While my father was speaking, I, 
with a boy’s curiosity was strolling about the speaker’s platform on a tour 
of investigation when I suddenly felt a tickling behind my ear. Thinking 
it a bug or fly I slapped vigorously, but upon its being repeated several 
times, I became suspicious and turned suddenly and caught the fly. It 
was Mr. Lincoln with a straw in his hand. He made it all right at once by 
catching me up with his long arm, drawing me to his side and talking to 
me very entertainingly until his turn came to address the assemblage.” 


By the late 1850s, Jonas had become “an influential leader in the Republican Party.” 
He had earned the admiration of Illinois’s fledgling Republican machine by distinguish- 
ing himself “in all the positions he occupied,” and contemporaries testified to the fact 
that he was “a personal friend of Lincoln.” Horace Greeley (1811-72), the well-known 
publisher of the New York Tribune and a Republican Party activist, came to Quincy 
in December 1858 to deliver a public lecture. Jonas was invited to be among those who 
would meet with the powerful publisher and strategize about the party’s plans for the 
upcoming 1860 election.”4 

It was Henry Asbury (1810-96), one of Jonas’s partners, who suggested that Abra- 
ham Lincoln—a man who was, relatively speaking, little known outside of Hlinois— 
deserved serious consideration to head the party’s ticket. According to the participants’ 
recollections, most of those in attendance at the meeting, including Greeley, remained 
awkwardly mute, but Jonas waded into the embarrassing silence by saying, “Gentlemen, 
there may be more in Asbury’s suggestion than any of us now think.” Asbury and Jonas 
understood that by mentioning Lincoln’s name to Greeley, they were giving their man’s 
name a hearing that may otherwise not have occurred. As unlikely a presidential candi- 
date as Lincoln may have been in January 1859, twelve months later Abraham Jonas was 
actively campaigning for Old Abe in the hope of procuring the presidential nomination 
at the upcoming Republican National Convention, scheduled to convene in Chicago in 
June 1860. In one of his many letters to Lincoln, Jonas assured his old friend that “we 
shall be able to carry the day [in Chicago] and in November proclaim victory to all the 
world” (emphasis in original). 

Fundamentally, Lincoln and Jonas were political allies, but their correspondence 
reveals an unmistakable bond of warm personal feelings between them as well. In 
an oft-quoted letter, Lincoln addresses Jonas as “one of my most valued friends,” and 
this sentiment was unquestionably reciprocal. After Lincoln secured the presidential 
nomination, Jonas became increasingly protective of his old friend. In July, he warned 
Lincoln that an arch opponent, Democratic congressman Isaac N. Morris (1812-79), 
was spreading the word that Lincoln had once been associated with the Know Nothing 
Party. Ifa rumor of this sort took hold, they worried, it could erode the precious support 
that Lincoln needed from foreign-born citizens and, of course, Jewish voters. Lincoln 
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responded promptly to Jonas’s letter of concern and provided him with political strategy 
and the information he needed to combat the rumor.”° 

A letter written by Jonas to President-elect Lincoln on December 30, 1860, reveals 
the strong bond of loyal friendship that linked these two men. Jonas reminded Lincoln 
that his six children “and a host of other near relatives” lived in New Orleans and had 
emotional “connections” to the South. One of these relatives—perhaps one of Jonas’s own 
children—told Jonas that a large number of “desperate characters” from New Orleans 
planned go to Washington on March 4, 1861, in an effort to prevent the president-elect 
from taking office. These men were determined to succeed, Jonas wrote, and would 
even use “violence on the person of Lincoln,” if necessary. Jonas was convinced that 
outgoing President James Buchanan (1791-1868), “the damned old traitor at the head 
of the Government,” would not lift a finger to ensure a safe transition of power and 
suggested that the governors of all the states in the North that elected Lincoln band 
together and take collective “precautionary measures” to provide the president-elect 
with the security he needed. In any event, Jonas wanted Lincoln to have this informa- 
tion, and he conveyed his confidence that his old friend was the best person to decide 
“what ought to be done.”?” 

During Lincoln’s trip from Springfield to Washington, D.C., a few months later, 
the president-elect was once again informed that a plot on his life had been uncovered. 
Detective Allen Pinkerton (1819-84) and Lincoln’s close advisors urged him to heed 
the warning. They wanted the president-elect to make an unannounced change to his 
publicized travel route in order to foil the plot of any prospective assassins. At first, 
Lincoln refused to cooperate, but ultimately he hesitatingly agreed to the plan.?8 

After the inauguration, Lincoln demonstrated his gratitude for Jonas’s friendship 
by reappointing him postmaster of Quincy in 1861, a patronage office that Jonas had 
previously held from 1849 to 1853. He had wanted the reappointment, though he did 
not personally pursue the post. Even as president, Lincoln did not hesitate to rely on 
Jonas’s dependability. For example, when he received an onslaught of appeals asking 
him to release a Missourian incarcerated in Quincy, Union army officers insisted the 
man was a traitor, but the man’s petitioners denied the charge. Ina note to Secretary of 
War Edwin Stanton, Lincoln advised consulting Jonas and Henry Asbury and leaving 
the final disposition of the matter in their hands: “I know [both men] to be loyal and 
sensible.” 

Jonas was firmly dedicated to the Union’s cause, and he was devoutly patriotic. 
Only a few days after the Battle of Fort Sumter in April 1861, a home guard was quickly 
organized to protect the local population. Volunteer brigades were formed around ethnic 
groupings, and Jonas organized the Jewish men of Quincy “for the purpose of drilling 
and making necessary arrangements, to get ready for active service at a moment’s no- 
tice.” Once organized, the Jewish brigade was placed under the leadership of “Colonel” 
Abraham Jonas. The Jews of Quincy clearly played a prominent role in civic affairs. In 
February 1862, a notice was circulated inviting the entire community to come to the 
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synagogue on the third floor of the Jonas Building and join them in commemorating 
George Washington’s birthday. Abraham Jonas offered a special reading of Washington’s 
Farewell Address to mark the occasion.*? 

In 1864, Abraham Jonas’s health began to decline, and it became clear to his family 
that death was imminent. These dire circumstances compelled them to do what Jonas 
typically eschewed doing: they appealed directly to Lincoln for a special favor. Despite 
Jonas’s ardent loyalty to Lincoln and the Union, only one of Jonas’s five sons, Edward, 
joined Jonas in support of the Union’s cause. The other four—Benjamin Franklin, Julian, 
Samuel Alroy, and Charles Henry—had been sent to the South to pursue their education 
and fought for the Confederacy. Charles had been captured by the Union army and im- 
prisoned, and the family asked Lincoln to intercede on Charles’s behalf so that the young 
man could visit his dying father. Lincoln promptly agreed to the request, and Charles 
arrived just hours before his father died. The Confederate son was deeply grateful to 
his father’s old friend, and he conveyed these sentiments in a touching thank-you note. 
Some weeks later, in another display of friendship, Lincoln appointed Jonas’s widow to 
serve out the remainder of her late husband’s unexpired term in office.#! 


Lincoln’s Jewish Supporters 


At the Republican National Convention of 1860, Jonas was one of many Illinois poli- 
ticians who believed that Lincoln, a dark horse candidate, could ultimately manage to 
reel in the party’s nomination. He was also one of a handful of Jewish politicos from 
around the country who ultimately lent their support to Lincoln. For example, a Jew 
named Moritz Pinner (1828-1911) was a member of the Missouri delegation to the 1860 
Republican Convention. Pinner had been an outspoken opponent to American slavery 
since 1856. He worked directly with prominent leaders of the abolitionist movement, 
including Theodore Parker (1810-60), Wendell Phillips (1811-84), and William Lloyd 
Garrison (1805-79). In 1859, Pinner established an antislavery newspaper in Kansas 
City, the Kansas Post, and he played an influential role in the Missouri Republican 
Convention, where he actively opposed those who wanted Edward Bates (1793-1869) 
to become the Republican Party’s presidential candidate. Although he had been a sup- 
porter of William H. Seward (1801-72) because of his strong antislavery stance, Pinner 
subsequently embraced the party’s choice, and after Lincoln secured the nomination, 
Pinner worked diligently to send the Republican candidate to the White House. Pinner 
later contended that he and Lincoln had become very friendly, and, in return for his 
dedicated efforts, the president-elect offered to send Pinner to Honduras as the U.S. 
ambassador. Pinner claimed he declined the opportunity because he wanted to fight in 
the Union army, and he was appointed to serve as a quartermaster on the staff of Major 
General Philip Kearney (1815-62) by the Lincoln administration. 

Another Jew who played a key role in securing the nomination for Lincoln was 
Lewis Naphtali Dembitz (1833-1907), a lawyer who would go on to become a leading 
Jewish communal leader. Dembitz was born in Zirke, a province of Posen in Prus- 
sia, and immigrated to the United States in 1849. He studied law at the University of 
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Cincinnati and then moved to Louisville, Kentucky, to set up his practice. Dembitz 
joined the fledgling Republican Party shortly after it took shape, and he was elected 
to occupy a number of Republican Party offices. In 1860, Dembitz served as a delegate 
to the Republican National Convention in Chicago, where Lincoln became the party’s 
presidential candidate in 1860. In contrast to Pinner, however, Dembitz came to his 
party’s convention as a Lincoln supporter and later maintained that he cast his vote for 
Old Abe on the first ballot. 

After the passage of the Kansas-Nebraska Act of 1854, which reignited Lincoln’s 
interest in government office, the circle of his Jewish political acquaintances began to 
enlarge. Henry Greenebaum (1834-1914), a prominent Chicago banker who had recently 
been elected alderman, was introduced to Lincoln in 1855 by John Wentworth (1815- 
88), mayor of Chicago. Although Greenebaum was an ardent supporter of Stephen A. 
Douglas, his first exchange with Lincoln left him “greatly impressed.”>4 On July 10, 1858, 
Greenebaum and his young cousin Caroline’s husband, Simon Wolf (1836-1923) —a man 
who would become personally acquainted with Lincoln during his presidency—were 
both present when Lincoln delivered his famous speech at the Tremont House in Chi- 
cago. Wolf’s recollection of the occasion testifies to Lincoln’s unusual ability to win 
over new friends and to retain their loyalty: 


Mr. Greenebaum and I were admirers of the “Little Giant of the West,” 
Stephen Douglas, yet like all fair-minded people should ever be, we were 
open to conviction and concluded to hear Mr. Lincoln. It was the first 
time I had ever seen the Great Emancipator, and the first impression made 
was one that has never been obliterated from my memory. Tall, gaunt, 
with his clothes hanging loosely, solemnity about his features, his eyes 
beaming with an intensity born of conviction, he looked to me then, as 
he did many times afterwards, the personification of realism, strength 
of thought and purpose. We went away from that hall more patriotic 
than when we entered it, and while our political convictions had not been 
changed by anything that Mr. Lincoln had said, our love of the Republic 
was materially increased.* 


Both Greenebaum and Wolf maintained their contact with Lincoln after the 
election. In early February 1861, Greenebaum visited with the president-elect in his 
Springfield home. He and Lincoln’s other guests were on hand at the Springfield train 
depot on the morning of February 11 to bid Lincoln farewell as he began his trip to 
Washington, D.C.*¢ 

Lincoln’s brief personal encounter with a Jewish immigrant named Abraham Kohn 
(1819-71) sheds light on Lincoln’s artful ability to relate positively to Jews and their bibli- 
cal heritage. Like so many of Lincoln’s Jewish acquaintances, Kohn was a Bavarian-born 
immigrant who came to the United States in 1842. Following his arrival in New York, 
Kohn spent his first year as a struggling peddler meandering the states of Massachusetts, 
New Hampshire, Connecticut, and New York. He moved to Chicago in 1843 and opened 


19 


IMMIGRANTS AND THE OLD NORTHWEST 


a haberdashery. His business flourished quickly, and by 1845 he was able to send for his 
younger brothers, his sister, and his aged mother. Together with a quorum of Chicago’s 
pioneering Jewish citizens, Kohn helped to establish the city’s first synagogue, Kehilath 
Anshe Maariv (KAM), in 1847. 

Kohn possessed a brilliant mind and taught himself to speak and write in English 
even prior to settling in Chicago. As his business flourished, he immersed himself in 
community affairs. He was active in the Democratic Party, and in 1860, Chicago mayor 
John Wentworth appointed Kohn city clerk. In 1860, Isaac Newton Arnold (1815-84), 
a bitter opponent to slavery who was a Republican candidate for Congress, brought 
Lincoln to meet Kohn at his store. According to Kohn’s daughter Dila Kohn Adler 
(1850-1918), Arnold and the future president actually went to Kohn’s store in order to 
meet him. Kohn’s contemporaries described the city clerk as a man with “a truly reli- 
gious cast” who vehemently despised slavery. Lincoln must have intuited that the Bible 
might be the key to Kohn’s support. He told the Jewish city clerk that the Bible was 
“their book” because they were both men of faith and lovers of the American republic. 
By the time they had parted, Kohn was in Lincoln’s corner. “It was this meeting that 
inspired Kohn with a feeling of admiration for his visitor and a conviction that he was 
the destined Moses of the slaves and the saviour of his country.”3” 

A few weeks later, Kohn sent the president-elect a special gift—a handmade silk 
American flag with verses from the Hebrew Bible inscribed in Hebrew on the thirteen 
bars. The biblical injunction he used was a spiritual message to Lincoln that may have 
been reminiscent of the conversation the two men had when they met in Chicago: “Be 
strong and of good courage; be not affrighted, neither be thou dismayed: for the Lorp 
thy God is with thee whithersoever thou goest.”38 

It seems that Lincoln had an extraordinary ability to win over new friends and 
attract loyal political supporters after a meeting or two. His gift for acquiring the con- 
fidence of Jewish activists, most of whom were Central European immigrants like 
Abraham Kohn, manifested itself repeatedly during the late 1850s, when Lincoln was 
quietly mapping out his plans for a presidential bid. Marcus Otterbourg (1827-93), a 
well-educated Jewish immigrant with a flair for languages, was introduced to Lincoln 
at this same time. He, too, would quickly become a Lincoln loyalist. 

Otterbourg was born and raised in Landau, Germany. After completing his educa- 
tion, Otterbourg learned the cap-making trade, but he was eager to advance his studies 
in order to become an educator. In the 1840s, Otterbourg moved to Paris to live with 
his older brother, Solomon, a devout Jew who had become a respected physician. In 
Paris, Otterbourg realized he had a knack for acquiring languages. He became fluent 
in French and began supporting himself as a teacher. A few years later, he moved to 
England, where he taught French as he honed his fluency in English. He then returned 
to Germany, where he taught both French and English. In the early 1850s, Otterbourg 
immigrated to the United States and soon settled in Milwaukee, Wisconsin. After work- 
ing for a brief time as a distiller of vinegar, Otterbourg began to work as a journalist, 
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specializing in covering political news in Wisconsin. It was at this point in his career 
that he met Abraham Lincoln.*? 

Later in life, Otterbourg told a newspaper reporter, “I am a Hebrew by birth and 
belief, but I suppose Iam called a liberal one in belief.4° He was a liberal in politics, too, 
and while he was working as a political correspondent, he became closely associated with 
another liberal-minded German immigrant, Carl Christian Schurz (1829-1906), a man 
who would have an extremely distinguished career as a U.S. ambassador, a U.S. senator 
and, ultimately, secretary of the interior during the presidency of Rutherford B. Hayes. 
Like Otterbourg, Schurz had been one of the ardent liberalist activists in Germany who 
eventually immigrated to the United States in the aftermath of the failed revolutions of 
1848. Schurz settled in Watertown, Wisconsin, where he became active in local politics 
and an outspoken opponent of slavery. In 1855, he joined the fledging Republican Party 
and, two years later, made an unsuccessful run for the office of Wisconsin lieutenant 
governor. It was during this period that Schurz and Otterbourg became close personal 
friends and political allies.*! 

Schurz was one of Lincoln’s early supporters. He traveled around the Midwest to 
give speeches on Lincoln’s behalf in German in order to boost his support among the 
immigrant population. It was Schurz who first introduced Otterbourg to Lincoln, and, 
deeply impressed by Lincoln’s abilities, Otterbourg quickly became a Lincoln partisan. 
After Lincoln’s assassination, Otterbourg described his assessment of Lincoln, saying, 
“A more kind-hearted, more noble minded, and patriotic man never graced the earth.” 
Like Schurz, Otterbourg worked to elect Lincoln, and after the election, both men 
received political appointments in return for their support: Schurz became the U.S. 
minister to Spain, and Otterbourg was appointed U.S. consul in Mexico City. Having 
obtained his political assignment on August 10, 1861, it is probable that Abraham Jonas 
and Marcus Otterbourg were the first Jews to receive political appointments from the 
Lincoln administration.” 

During the late 1850s, Lincoln won the loyalty of yet another Jewish politico, 
Abram J. Dittenhoefer (1836-1919). Dittenhoefer, a young New York lawyer, first met 
Lincoln on the night of February 27, 1860—the night he delivered his famous address 
at Cooper Union. A native-born son of German-Jewish immigrants, Dittenhoefer rec- 
ollected that he took note of Lincoln a few years before he ran for the presidency in 
1860. Dittenhoefer followed the Lincoln and Douglas debates “with close attention,” 
and Lincoln’s performance at Cooper Union in February 1860 enthralled Dittenhoefer 
and “strengthened” his determination to fight for the abolition of slavery. Many years 
later, Dittenhoefer recalled that Lincoln impressed him with an unusual charisma that, 
paradoxically, arose from his ungainly physical appearance: “He was a very homely 
man,” Dittenhoefer wrote many years later, but “after he began to talk he was awk- 
wardness deified.” 

A few months later, Dittenhoefer was a “looker-on” at the Republican Conven- 
tion of 1860. He went to Chicago not as a delegate from New York but as “a student of 
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American politics.” Once Lincoln landed his party’s nomination, Dittenhoefer traveled 
to Springfield to meet with him again. The Republican nominee immediately won young 
Dittenhoefer’s loyalty by inviting him to his “modest home” to solicit his counsel. “What 
are the chances of my election?” Lincoln asked. Dittenhoefer confidently predicted that 
his candidate would carry the entire North “on account of the Democratic division be- 
tween [John] Breckenridge and Douglas.” Lincoln agreed, but he shrewdly ingratiated 
himself with the young politico by courteously responding: “I am glad to get the views 
of everybody of experience in political matters.”44 

Dittenhoefer dedicated all his energy to the Lincoln campaign in New York, and 
because Lincoln’s victory made Dittenhoefer a political insider, he frequently called on 
Lincoln in the White House. In 1864, he devoted himself to reelecting Lincoln, who, 
Dittenhoefer noted, feared his party might decide not to renominate him. As he had 
done four years earlier, Dittenhoefer campaigned vigorously. In an important campaign 
speech, coincidentally given at Cooper Union, where he first heard Lincoln speak, Dit- 
tenhoefer’s partisan support for Lincoln was unmistakable. After reminding the audi- 
ence that Lincoln was the commander-in-chief of the Union forces, he told his listeners 
that Lincoln’s opponent, General George B. McClellan (1826-85), was actually “the 
leader of the Confederate forces”: “Confederate bonds advanced on the announcement 
of McClellan’s nomination. Every Southern sympathizer in the North, passive or active 
in his devotion to Jefferson Davis, will vote for McClellan. .. . Is it not then true that 
McClellan heads, in this campaign, the Confederate forces in the North? . . . Lincoln’s 
re-election will banish all hope of triumph for the Confederacy. A firm and everlasting 
peace will follow, based upon a reconstructed Union and freedom everywhere.” 

Dittenhoefer’s loyalty earned him the privilege of serving as one of the thirty-three 
members of the electoral college from New York after Lincoln’s victory in November 
1864. Some time prior to his second inauguration, Lincoln invited Dittenhoefer to the 
White House to express his appreciation for the work he had done on the reelection 
campaign. Dittenhoefer took the opportunity to show Lincoln a wooden block that 
read “President, Abraham Lincoln’; underneath, in brackets, were the words “[Abram J. 
Dittenhoefer] Elector.” The memento touched Lincoln, and he asked his young friend if 
he would give it to him as a “souvenir,” a request that Dittenhoefer fulfilled.“ 

On its way to Washington in 1861, Lincoln’s train stopped in New York City. An 
immigrant lawyer named Sigismund Kaufmann (1825-89), born near Frankfurt-on- 
the-Main, was on hand to welcome the president-elect upon his arrival. Like so many 
of his peers, Kaufmann had fled the German states after the failed revolutions of 1848 
and made his way to the United States, settling in New York. He studied the practice 
of law and became increasingly involved in politics. He joined the new Republican 
Party in 1856, and by 1860 he was prominent enough to be asked to serve as a mem- 
ber of the electoral college, where he would cast his vote for Lincoln. After the 1860 
election, Kaufmann was among the many leading citizens who gathered to greet the 
president-elect. According to Kaufmann, Lincoln’s impish sense of humor manifested 
itself as soon as the two men met. “On [my] being presented to Lincoln, the president 
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remarked, ‘I know enough German to know that Kaufmann means merchant.’ Then he 
added, as if to emphasize his linguistic accomplishments, ‘And Schneider means tailor. 
Am I not a good German scholar?” 

Although president-elect Lincoln had a cadre of ardent Jewish supporters in 1860, 
it is important to note that there were some Jews, even in the northern states, who were 
among Lincoln’s critics. First, many Jews—particularly in New York—had supported 
Stephen A. Douglas and the Democratic Party during the campaign, believing that 
the radical antislavery wing of the Republican Party made its candidates unelectable. 
Newcomers to the country were always eager to support those who would have power 
and influence in the government, and some Jews chose the Democrats because they 
appeared to be the party most likely to prevail. One prominent example of this tendency 
was the New York Jewish financier August Belmont (1813-90), who not only backed 
Douglas but actually managed the Little Giant’s presidential campaign.*® 

Others, like Rabbi Isaac M. Wise (1819-1900) of Cincinnati, believed that a civil 
war would be unavoidable if the nation elected the Republican candidate. As Lincoln 
prepared himself to begin his first term in office, Rabbi Wise viewed the president-elect 
skeptically. Editorializing in his newspaper, the Israelite, Wise pointedly noted that it 
was impossible to determine “what Mr. Lincoln has done for this country in politics, 
warfares, science or art... [so let us] wait till he has done something, then show him 
the honor due.” Wise unquestionably was not alone when he wondered whether or not 
Lincoln was up to the job. Referring to Lincoln’s emotional farewell speech at the train 
depot in Springfield, Wise remarked: “He wept on leaving Springfield and invited his 
friends to pray for him; that is exactly the picture of his looks. We have no doubt he is 
an honest man and, as much as we can learn, also quite an intelligent man; but he will 
look queer, in the white house, with his primitive manner.” 

For some Jews, skepticism about Lincoln and his ability to lead the nation was un- 
derscored by an infrequently quoted sentence he used in his first inaugural address. In 
an attempt to convince the South that, despite culturally based ideological differences, 
commonalities could still overcome the impending crises, Lincoln stated: “If it were 
admitted that you who are dissatisfied hold the right side in the dispute, there still is 
no single good reason for precipitate action. Intelligence, patriotism, Christianity, and 
a firm reliance on Him who has never yet forsaken this favored land are still competent 
to adjust in the best way all our present difficulty.”°° 

Lincoln’s rhetoric was nothing unusual, and, as even Wise himself noted in an 
editorial rejoinder to worried readers, the word “Christianity” was understood by 
Lincoln and many others to be merely a synonym for the word “religion.” Yet the 
controversy about Lincoln’s choice of wording lingered, and some newspapers con- 
tended that Lincoln was speaking expressly about Christianity. After all, they rea- 
soned, Christianity was the religious bond that united all Americans. This sentiment 
infuriated Wise, and when the editors of the Chicago Tribune carried an article on 
this topic, Wise vented his spleen at the new president for “forgetting altogether his 
Jewish compatriots.”>! 
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Toward the end of the nineteenth century, many prominent American Jews insisted 
that they had known Lincoln in their youth. George Schneider (1823-1905), an important 
Chicago banker and editor of the Illinois Staats-Zeitung, later in life claimed he was 
one of the first organizers of the Republican Party in Illinois and an early advocate of 
Lincoln’s presidential bid. Isador Bush (1822-93), another German-Jewish immigrant, 
later insisted he was one of Lincoln’s first supporters from Missouri. Bush claimed to 
have met Lincoln on a number of occasions and stated that Lincoln personally ap- 
pointed him to serve as a captain in the Union army on July 20 and as aide-de-camp 
to General Frémont during the Civil War. The prominent lawyer and educator Moses 
Aaron Dropsie (1821-1905) recollected that his first meeting with Lincoln took place 
at the first Republican National Convention, which was held in Philadelphia. Dropsie 
later took pride in having been a financial supporter of Lincoln’s presidential campaign. 

The distinguished lawyer and diplomat Benjamin Peixotto (1834-90) famously 
backed Stephen Douglas for president in 1860, but he would later insist that he quickly 
became an ardent Lincoln supporter after the election. The New York banker Joseph 
Seligman (1819-80) claimed he visited the White House on a variety of occasions to dis- 
cuss the nation’s financial matters with Lincoln. Seligman did compose a written appeal 
to the president asking that the government provide Mary Todd Lincoln (1818-82) with 
a pension. Although many of these claims are staked on personal remembrances with 
little or no corroborative documentary evidence, these testimonies clearly demonstrate 
that American Jews were convinced that Lincoln maintained a wide variety of Jewish 
associations during the course of his life.*? 

Two Jewish leaders who lived in Washington, D.C., during the Lincoln adminis- 
tration established a bond with Lincoln after he became president. Their recollections 
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of the various encounters they had with Lincoln have been frequently quoted, and their 
colorful anecdotes have been used to describe Lincoln’s personality and character. 
Adolphus S. Solomons (1826-1910), a Jewish communal leader in Washington, D.C., 
established his publishing house, Philp and Solomons, in 1859. This firm held printing 
contracts with the U.S. government for several years. Solomons also owned a bookstore 
that featured a fine photographic gallery. He later published a number of his most in- 
teresting encounters with Lincoln. 

Simon Wolf was one of the most distinguished Jewish communal leaders of the late 
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Raised in Uhrichsville, Ohio, Wolf studied 
law and, after his apprenticeship in Ohio, moved to the nation’s capital to establish his 
own legal practice in 1861. He met Lincoln on a few occasions during those early years, 
and later in life when Wolf had become one of the most influential Jewish leaders and 
lobbyists, he flaunted these reminiscences to illustrate that his associations with U.S. 
presidents dated back to his warm encounters with Abraham Lincoln. Wolf spoke about 
his meetings with Lincoln on dozens of occasions, and most of them appear in his 
autobiographical volume, The Presidents I Have Known from 1860-1918. 

By the time Lincoln began his first term as president of the United States, he had 
already had numerous personal encounters with a diverse array of American Jews. He 
had frequented Jewish places of business, fraternized with Jews, and unquestionably 
considered Jews to be among his friends. Lincoln was arguably the first American 
president to have had this kind of personal contact with such a large number of Jewish 
citizens prior to assuming national office. Moreover, the demographic realities of life 
in the Old Northwest during Lincoln’s formative years made him fully cognizant of 
the influential role that newcomers, immigrants, and social outsiders could potentially 
play in the world of American politics. Even before he became president, Lincoln had 
personal contact with “minority status” Americans, and these experiences certainly 
influenced his thinking when, as president, he was called to respond to a number of 
political issues that were deeply concerning to American Jewry. 
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DOCUMENTS 


1. Lincoln’s Jewish Photographer: Samuel G. Alschuler 
2. Jews, Too, Were the Object of Lincoln’s Wit: Charles 
Edward Pancoast’s Encounter with Lincoln 
3. Two Friends Named Abraham: Correspondence between Lincoln and Jonas 
4. A Final Act of Friendship 
5. Simon Wolf Remembers Lincoln’s Mercy 
6. Abram J. Dittenhoefer’s Impressions of Lincoln 
7. Abraham Kohn Presents the President-Elect with a Hebrew Flag 
8. “Could Anything Have Given Mr. Lincoln More Cheer?” 
Excerpts from William A. McKinley’s Speech 
9. Henry Wentworth Monk Visits Lincoln at the White House 
10. Adolphus Solomons’s Account of the “Cracked Glass” Photograph of Lincoln 


1. LINCOLN’S JEWISH PHOTOGRAPHER: SAMUEL G. ALSCHULER 


‘The story behind photographer Samuel Alschuler’s familiar photograph of Lincoln comes 

from Illinois judge J. O. (Joseph Oscar) Cunningham (1830-1917), who recounted the tale 
in a speech he delivered to the Firelands Pioneer Association in Norwalk, Ohio, on July 4, 
1907. The sketch of this humorous encounter was drawn by Lloyd Ostendorf (1921-2000), 
an American artist devoted to the study of Lincolniana.*4 


The following is a description of the event from the speech “Some Recollections of Abraham 
Lincoln” and reprinted from the Firelands Pioneer journal of December 1909.*° 


During the spring term of our circuit court, 1858, and but a few weeks before 
Lincoln entered with Douglas upon their celebrated debate, I was one morn- 
ing in the rooms of an artist in Urbana whose business was to make pictures 
then known as ambrotypes, before the science of photography had become 
in general use in our place. Soon, in walked Mr. Lincoln with the remark to 
Alschuler, the artist, that he had been informed that he, Alschuler, wished 
him to sit for a portrait. Alschuler said that he had sent such a message to Mr. 
Lincoln, glancing at his subject, who was attired in a long linen duster, but that 
he could not take the picture in that coat, and asked if he had not a dark coat 
in which he could sit. Mr. Lincoln said he had not; that this was the only coat 
he had brought with him from his home. Alschuler said that he could wear 
his coat, and gave it to Mr. Lincoln. The arms of Lincoln extended through the 
sleeves of Alschuler’s coat a quarter yard, making him appear quite ludicrous, 
at which he, Lincoln, laughed immoderately, and sat down for the picture to 
be taken, with great effort looking sober enough for the occasion. 
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Drawing, by Lloyd Ostendorf 
(1975), of Lincoln sitting for 
Alschuler. Most scholars 
agree that the Alschuler 
photograph of Lincoln was 
taken on April 25, 1858, in 
Alschuler’s studio at 218 
West Main Street in Urbana. 
Courtesy Abe Lincoln Collectibles 















(www.abelincoln.com) and Lloyd 
Ostendorf. 


Photo of Lincoln taken in 1858 by Alschuler. 
Some suggest that Lincoln’s expression 
reflects his bemusement in wearing Al- 
schuler’s ill-fitting coat while posing for the 
photographer. Courtesy Jean Powers Soman. 
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2. JEWS, TOO, WERE THE OBJECT OF LINCOLN’S WIT: 
CHARLES EDWARD PANCOAST’S ENCOUNTER WITH LINCOLN 


Charles Edward Pancoast (1818-1906), a Quaker, was one of the thousands of Americans 
who raced to the West Coast in 1849 on account of “gold fever.” In his memoirs he recalls 
his many adventures along this journey, including a fascinating encounter with a man 
who, years later, would become the sixteenth president of the United States. 


Incidentally, Pancoast’s autobiography provides us with a rather unrefined anecdote about 


Lincoln. Pancoast’ tale reminds us that it was not unusual to come into contact with Jews 
in the Old Northwest and that Jews were not immune from being the target of Lincoln’ wit. 
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About December, 1841, I concluded to take a trip to Illinois to make some collec- 
tions from delinquent Debtors. I took passage on a Stern Wheel Boat that ran up 
the Illinois River, for Meredosia (then a small but promising Town) where some 
money was owing us. I was landed there about twelve oclock at night, the only 
Passenger that got off the Boat. Not a soul was to be seen anywhere, and I had no 
directions in regard to the Town. The extreme cold weather admonished me that 
I must speedily seek for shelter; so I took up my Valise and proceeded to hunt 
for a Hotel. I had not wandered far before I discovered a Sign that read “Hotel.” 

After rapping lustily for some time I succeeded in arousing a disgruntled 
Landlord, who came to the door with a Candle and in a very uncivil manner 
invited me into a cold Room. He informed me that he had no Bed for me, and 
I should have to lie on an old Settee. I could see the light of the Moon through 
cracks in the unplastered walls. The Room was so cold that my Blanket and 
Overcoat failed to keep me warm, and I procured but little sleep that night. 
Yet this was the best Hotel in Meredosia at that time. 

In the morning I found a number of Guests in the House and we sat down 
to a welcome Breakfast of Ham and Eggs and strong Coffee. After I visited our 
Agent (who settled up with me speedily) we were ready to start. There were four 
of us in the Party: one, a wandering Jew, to be found everywhere throughout 
the universe; two Yankees, equally omnipresent wherever it has been my lot to 
travel; and myself, one of those Jerseymen who are also well scattered through- 
out the United States. We had expected to find the Steam Cars running to 
Jacksonville, but learned that the Road was not finished: this, I think, was the 
first Rail Road in Ilinois.*° As there was no other conveyance to be procured, 
we were compelled to travel to Jacksonville (about 40 miles from Meredosia) 
in an open Farm Wagon without Springs, with a full-blooded Illinois “Sucker” 
for a Driver. With this Rig we started on our Journey, with the Thermometer 
at Zero. My Clothing was anything but proper for such weather, as I had no 
Flannel Underwear; but I had a Spanish Cloak, then much worn by City Folks. 

We had not travelled far before we struck an immense open Prairie, where 
the sweeping winds came down upon us with such force that we soon began 
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to feel that they were more than we could endure in our sitting posture; so we 
proposed to the Driver to run with the Wagon. Three of us got out; the Jew, 
however, preferred to keep his place in the Wagon; and as my cumbersome 
Cloak would not permit me to run with ease, I loaned it to him. The Driver, 
being anxious to terminate his disagreeable Journey as soon as possible, had 
little mercy on us; he kept his Horses moving at a rapid rate, and we did the 
best running we had ever done. The Driver was so well wrapped with Buffalo 
Robes that he did not appear to be much affected by the cold, but the Jew 
complained very much; but although a young man, physically perfect, and as 
agile as any of us, he persisted in keeping his place in the Wagon. When we 
arrived we found his ears frozen stiff and his feet also badly frozen, and we 
had a sorry time with him that night. When he came to the fire his suffering 
was intense, and he did not bear it with Christian humility and submission. 

We found a comfortable Hotel in Jacksonville, then a pleasant Town with 
a prosperous appearance, having 2000 inhabitants or more. I met here the Na- 
tion’s Idol, Abraham Lincoln, then of little note except in that locality, where 
they spoke of him as their distinguished Attorney and excellent Citizen. The 
Landlord introduced me to him. He made only a few remarks: asked me where 
I came from, spoke of our freezing Journey across the Prairie and other com- 
monplace remarks; and also remarked that he thought our Hebrew Companion 
was fortunate after all, for although his feet and ears were badly damaged he 
had saved his Stock in Trade. When I asked, “How was that?” he replied, “His 
Tongue was left intact.”°” 


3. TWO FRIENDS NAMED ABRAHAM: 
CORRESPONDENCE BETWEEN LINCOLN AND JONAS 


The following letters shed light on the friendship that linked Abraham Lincoln and Abra- 
ham Jonas of Quincy, Illinois. 

In the letter dated February 4, 1860, below, Lincoln refers to Jonas as one of his “most 
valued friends.” In the following letters, dated February 3, February 4, July 20, and July 
21, 1860, the intense level of Jonas’s involvement in Lincoln’s campaign for the presidency 
in Illinois is readily apparent. Among the many interesting facets of this correspondence, 
we see that Jonas was genuinely concerned about Lincoln’s public image. He informed the 
candidate that his political opponents were alleging that Lincoln associated with members 
of the nativist American/Know Nothing Party. Lincoln insisted that he was never ina 
Know Nothing lodge, but he shrewdly noted that he had more to gain, politically speaking, 
by ignoring the accusation and leaving it up to friends like Jonas to defend him publicly. 
The third letter is a hair-raising and touching warning from Jonas that he believed “des- 
perate characters” in the South were plotting to prevent the president-elect’s inauguration 
by perhaps “using violence upon the person of Lincoln.”>* 
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Quincy Feb 3/60 
My dear Sir 

I want to get a copy of the book publishing in Ohio containing the speeches 
of your self and Doug in the Campaign of last year, can you procure mea 
copy, or advise me, how and where I can get one— 

Let me congratulate you on the election of Speaker—and indicators are that 
with proper exertions and judicious selections at Chicago in June, we shall be 
able to carry the day and in November proclaim victory to all the World. 

Yrs &c A Jonas 


Springfield. Feb. 4 1860 
Hon: A. Jonas 


My dear Sir: 

Yours of the 3rd inquiring how you can get a copy of the debates now being 
published in Ohio, is received. As you are one of my most valued friends, 
and have complimented me by the expression of a wish for a book, I propose 
doing myself the honor of presenting you with one, as soon as I can. By the 
arrangement our Ohio friends have made with the publishers, I am to have 
one hundred copies gratis. When I shall receive them I will send you one by 
Express. I understand they will not be out before March, and I probably shall 
be absent about that time. So that you must not be disappointed if you do not 
receive yours before about the middle of that month. 


Yours very truly, 
A. Lincoln 
“Confidential” 
Quincy Ills. July 20/ 60 
My dear Sir 


I have just been credibly informed, that Issac [sic] N Morris is engaged in 
obtaining affidavits and certificates of certain Irish men that they saw you 
in Quincy come out of a Know Nothing Lodge—the intention is to send the 
affidavits to Washington for publication—I do not know if there is any truth in 
the matter, neither do I care, but thought it best to let you know about it—the 
object is to work on the Germans—and Morris can get men to swear to any 
thing—my informant saw one of the affidavits or certificates— 
Yrs truely 
A Jonas 
if it all false, let me know 
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Confidential 
Springfield Ill July 21st 1860. 
My Dear Sir— 

Yours of the 20th is received. I suppose as good, or even better men than I 
may have been in American or Know-Nothing lodges; but in point of fact, I 
never was in one, at Quincy or elsewhere. I was never in Quincy but one day 
and two nights while Know-Nothing lodges were in existence, and you were 
with me that day and both those nights. I had never been there before in my 
life; and never afterwards, till the joint debate with Douglas in 1858. It was in 
1854 when I spoke in some hall there, and after the speaking, you with others 
took me to an oyster saloon, passed an hour there, and you walked with me 
to, and parted with me at the Quincy House, quite late at night. I left by stage 
for Naples before day-light in the morning, having come in by the same route, 
after dark the evening previous to the speaking, when I found you waiting at 
the Quincy House to meet me. A few days after I was there, Richardson, as I 
understood, started this same story about my having been in a Know-Nothing 
lodge. When I heard of the charge, as I did soon after, I taxed my recollection 
for some incident which could have suggested it; and I remembered that on 
parting with you the last night, I went to the office of the Hotel, to take my 
stage passage for the morning, was told that no stage office for that line was 
kept there, and that I must see the driver before retiring, to insure his calling 
for me in the morning; and a servant was sent with me to find the driver, who 
after taking me a square or two, stopped me, and stepped perhaps a dozen 
steps farther, and in my hearing called to some one, who answered him, ap- 
parently from the upper part of a building, and promised to call with the stage 
for me at the Quincy House. I returned and went to bed, and before day the 
stage called and took me. This is all. 

That I never was in a Know-Nothing lodge in Quincy, I should expect could 
be easily proved, by respectable men who were always in the lodges and never 
saw me there. An affidavit of one or two such would put the matter at rest. 

And now, a word of caution. Our adversaries think they can gain a point 
if they could force me to openly deny the charge, by which some degree of 
offence would be given to the Americans. For this reason it must not publicly 
appear that I am paying any attention to the charge. 

Yours Truly 
A. Lincoln 
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4. A FINAL ACT OF FRIENDSHIP 


Charles H. Jonas (1831-1910) was a son of Lincoln’s longtime friend from Quincy, Illinois, 
Abraham Jonas. Thanks to Lincoln’s short note dated June 2, 1864, the young Charles— 
then a captain in the Confederate army who had been captured by Union forces and 
incarcerated—was granted “a parol [sic] of three weeks” to visit his dying father. Over 
the years, Charles Jonas praised Lincoln for his compassion and the loyal friendship he 
showed to his father. 


5. SIMON WOLF REMEMBERS LINCOLN’S MERCY 


Lawyer and Jewish communal leader Simon Wolf took pride in having met every pres- 
ident of the United States from Lincoln through Woodrow Wilson. He enjoyed regaling 
listeners with his reminiscences of Lincoln, many of which have been cited over the years. 
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Lincoln’s penchant for granting pardons to deserters and disobedient soldiers was 
well known, even during his lifetime. Wolf’s story illustrates this trait. According to Wolf, 
Lincoln was persuaded to pardon a Jewish soldier once he learned the circumstances that 
prompted the young man to go AWOL. 


I have on several occasions given the history of the Jewish soldier whom he 
pardoned at two o'clock in the early morning. While seated in my office prior 
to going to my home received a telegram from a town in New England asking 
me to wait for a letter that was coming by express. The letter came, and it stated 
that a young soldier, American born, of Jewish faith, had been condemned to 
be shot and the execution was to take place the next morning. It was in the 
crucial days of the war when every soldier was needed at the front and when 
Edwin M. Stanton, Secretary of War, had threatened to resign unless the Pres- 
ident would stop pardoning deserters. It seemed this soldier could not get a 
furlough. His mother, who was on her death bed, had begged for his return, 
to lay her hands lovingly on his head and give him a parting blessing. The 
filial love was superior to his duty to the flag, and he went home, was arrested, 
tried and condemned to be shot. For a moment I was dazed and uncertain as 
to the course to be pursued. Night came on apace, and finally I concluded to 
call on the Hon. Thomas Corwin of Ohio who was on intimate terms with 
the President. Mr. Corwin, as ever, was most gracious, but said, “My dear Mr. 
Wolf, it is impossible to do anything in this direction. The President has been 
maligned for being too generous and liberal in this respect.” But I begged so 
hard that finally Corwin sent word over to the White House, inquiring whether 
an interview could be secured. The word came back, “Later in the night,” and 
it was two o'clock in the morning before we reached the President. 

The whole scene is as vividly before me as in those early hours of the 
morning. The President walked up and down with his hands hanging by his 
side, his face wore that gravity of expression that has been so often described 
by his historians and biographers, and yet he greeted us as if we were his boon 
companions and were indulging in an interchange of anecdotes, of which he 
was a past master. Corwin told him why we had come. He listened with deep 
attention, and when Corwin had exhausted the subject the president replied, 
“Impossible to do anything. I have no influence with this administration,” and 
the twinkle in his eye was indescribable: “Stanton has put his foot down and 
insists upon one of two things, either that I must quit or he will quit.” Corwin 
turned to me and said, “I told you, my dear friend, that it was hopeless,” and 
was about leaving the room. I said, “Mr. President, you will pardon me for a 
moment. What would you have done under similar circumstances? If your 
dying mother had summoned you to her bedside to receive her last message 
before her soul would be summoned to its Maker, would you have been a 
deserter to her who gave you birth, rather than deserter in law but not in fact 
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to the flag to which you had sworn allegiance?” He stopped, touched the bell; 
his secretary, John Hay, who time and again spoke of that occurrence, came 
in; he ordered a telegram to be sent to stop the execution, and that American 
citizen of Jewish faith led the forlorn hope with the flag of his country in his 
hands at the battle of Cold Harbor and was shot to death fighting heroically 
and patriotically for the country of his birth. When months afterward I told 
the President what had become of that young soldier, he was visibly moved and 
with great emotion said, “I thank God for having done what I did.” It was an 
impressive scene, one full of pathos and sublime humanity, and is engraved 
on the tablets of memory as no other incident of my whole life.* 


6. ABRAM J. DITTENHOEFER’S IMPRESSIONS OF LINCOLN 


Abram J. Dittenhoefer, a New York Republican and enthusiastic supporter of Lincoln, 
played an active role in both of his presidential campaigns. A few years prior to his death, 
Dittenhoefer published his memoirs, How We Elected Lincoln: Personal Recollections 
of Lincoln and Men of His Time. 


Yet even before he published his own reminiscences, Dittenhoefer shared many of 


his firsthand impressions of Lincoln in a letter to Isaac Markens (1846-1928), the first 
independent scholar to reconstruct Lincoln’s Jewish associations. Markens published 
excerpts from Dittenhoefer’s letter in his pioneering 1909 publication, Abraham Lincoln 
and the Jews. In Dittenhoefer’s memory, his friend Abraham Lincoln was a man who was 
intrinsically “melancholy” and “genial.” 
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While an air of melancholy seemed always to suffuse his features, I always re- 
garded President Lincoln as the most genial of men. I often found him sitting 
in the business office of the White House having on a black, threadbare, alpaca 
coat, out at the elbows and in slippers. I could always notice when he was about 
to indulge in a jest, which he frequently did in the midst of the most serious 
conversation; a sort of half suppressed smile would appear on that strong face for 
a brief interval before the jest was given, as if he was anticipating the pleasure it 
would give in the hearing of it. Iremember distinctly presenting to him the ballot 
I had cast as one of the Presidential electors for him in the New York college of 
electors. Looking at it a few minutes, he said, “It represents the power and dignity 
of the American people and the grandeur of American institutions.’ In thanking 
me for giving it to him he said he would leave it to his children as a memento. I 
saw him in Washington a few days before his death. He seemed then to be in the 
best of spirits and spoke of the great work that was before him in completing the 
restoration of harmony and peace between the North and the South. 
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Abraham Kohn, a prominent civic leader in 
Chicago who became a Lincoln supporter 
when the two first met in 1860. Courtesy The Jacob 
Rader Marcus Center of the American Jewish Archives, at 


the Hebrew Union College-Jewish Institute of Religion, 





Cincinnati, Ohio. 





Kohn’s Hebrew flag. This print, made from an old glass negative, is the 
only known image of the flag that Kohn painted for Lincoln in 1861. 
Courtesy Spertus Institute, Chicago. 


7. ABRAHAM KOHN PRESENTS THE PRESIDENT-ELECT WITH A HEBREW FLAG 


‘The picture reproduced above is the only known image of the famous flag with Hebrew 
letters that Abraham Kohn, also pictured above, painted for President-elect Lincoln. 
At the bottom of the image, one can discern a dedication: “To Abraham Lincoln, Presi- 
dent of the United States.” This picture comes from an old glass negative that was found 
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in the archives of the Kehilath Anshe Maariv Temple by Joseph Levinson (1904-93), chair- 
man of the Archives Committee of KAM Temple. Kohn had served as president of KAM, 
and when he first met Lincoln, he was the city clerk of Chicago. 


Also provided is Isaac Markens’s detailed description of the circumstances surround- 


ing Kohn’s presentation of the extraordinary gift, including a letter of appreciation sent 
to Kohn by Lincoln’s longtime friend Jonathan Young Scammon (1812-90).°! Finally, a 
letter written to Abraham S. Cohen (d. 1867) from Abraham Lincoln’s private secretary 
John Hay (1838-1905) is reproduced. Cohen, then the editor of New York’s Jewish Record, 
had written a letter to President Lincoln asking him about the Kohn flag. Hay’s response 
confirms the fact that Lincoln kept the Kohn flag in the White House.” 


Isaac Markens on Kohn’s Flag 


It was during the Presidential campaign of 1860 that Abraham Kohn, City Clerk 
of Chicago, first met Lincoln, the acquaintance being formed in the store of 
Kohn, at that time a merchant. Kohn was a Bavarian, then in his 42d year, a 
man of excellent education, well versed in Hebrew literature and known and 
respected as a public-spirited citizen. He had been for several years President 
of the Hebrew Congregation Anshe Maariv (Men of the West). In politics Kohn 
was described by the Democratic press as “one of the blackest Republicans and 
Abolitionists.” Kohn’s popularity and influence had probably been brought to 
Lincoln’s attention, and the latter, consummate politician as he was, recognized 
in Kohn, presumably, an ally whose acquaintance would prove a valuable asset 
in the pending election. Lincoln was introduced by Congressman Isaac N. Ar- 
nold who accompanied him and it was this meeting that inspired Kohn witha 
feeling of admiration for his visitor and a conviction that he was the destined 
Moses of the slaves and the saviour of his country. Thus says his daughter, 
Mrs. D[{ila] K[ohn] Adler, in a letter to the writer. Lincoln in the course of the 
conversation spoke of the Bible as their book and Kohn, being a devout Jew as 
well as an ardent patriot, conceived an intense admiration for Lincoln. This 
found expression in his sending to the president-elect before his departure for 
Washington a silk flag, the work of his own hands, painted in colors, its folds 
bearing Hebrew characters exquisitely lettered in black with the third to ninth 
verses of the first chapter of Joshua, the last verse being: 


Have I not commanded thee? Be strong and of good courage; be not 
afraid neither be thou dismayed; for the Lord thy God is with thee 
whithersoever thou goest ... 


Mr. Lincoln at once wrote to Mr. Kohn thanking him for his gift. His letter was 


sent through a mutual friend, John Young Scammon, a prominent citizen of Chicago, 
who delayed its delivery until six months after Lincoln’s departure from Springfield, 
when he wrote to Mr. Kohn as follows: 
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Chicago, August 28, 1861 


Abraham Kohn, Esq. 

My Dear Sir: The enclosed acknowledgment of the receipt of your beauti- 
ful painting of the American flag by the President got among my letters or it 
would have been sent to you before. Regretting the delay, I am, 

Truly your friend, 
J. Young Scammon® 
Letter from John Hay to Abraham S. Cohen 


Washington. November 28, 1862 
My Dear Sir: 

The paragraph to which you refer was altogether erroneous. 

The “flag” referred to was a small painting of the American banner, in- 
scribed in Hebrew characters with a passage from the 1st Chapter of Joshua, 
from the 4th to the 9th verse. It was presented to the President in February, 
1861, before his departure from Illinois, by Abraham Kohn City Clerk of Chi- 
cago, who had himself painted it. It has been in the Executive Mansion ever 
since the President's inauguration. 

Your obt. [obedient] Servant, 
John Hay, 

Assist. Priv. Sec. 

A. S. Cohen & Co. 


8. “COULD ANYTHING HAVE GIVEN MR. LINCOLN MORE CHEER?” 
EXCERPTS FROM WILLIAM A. MCKINLEY’S SPEECH 


Although the Hebrew flag that Kohn gave to Lincoln has been lost for over a century, 
there is no doubt that the flag once existed and was kept in the White House during 
Lincoln’s presidency. Admiral George H. Preble made mention of the Kohn flag in his 
History of the Flag of the United States. In his famous volume The American Jew as 
Patriot, Soldier, and Citizen, Simon Wolf claimed that William McKinley (1843-1901) 
read about the Kohn flag in Preble’s book. According to Wolf, the then governor of Ohio 
and aspiring presidential candidate was inspired by the story of Kohn and the flag, and 
he often made use of the anecdote when he delivered campaign addresses. Evidently, just 
prior to the publication of Wolf’s book in 1895, the Reform Advocate published the text 
of a speech McKinley gave in Ottawa, Kansas, on June 20, 1895. Wolf cited excerpts from 
McKinley’s speech in which he made special reference to the Hebrew flag. He also cited a 
few sentences from a letter that McKinley subsequently wrote to Kohn’s daughter Dila in 
response to a letter she had written upon reading that the governor had made reference 
to her father’s famous flag in one of his speeches. 
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What more beautiful conception than that which prompted Abraham Kohn, 
of Chicago, in February, 1861, to send to Mr. Lincoln, on the eve of his starting 
to Washington, to assume the office of president, a flag of our country, bearing 
upon its silken folds these words from the first chapter of Joshua: “Have I not 
commanded thee? Be strong and of good courage. Be not afraid, neither be 
thou dismayed, for the Lord, thy God is with thee, whithersoever thou goest. 
There shall not any man be able to stand before thee all the days of thy life. As 
I was with Moses so shall I be with thee. I will not fail thee nor forsake thee.” 
Could anything have given Mr. Lincoln more cheer, or been better calcu- 
lated to sustain his courage or to strengthen his faith in the mighty work before 
him? Thus commanded, thus assured, Mr. Lincoln journeyed to the capital, 
where he took the oath of office and registered in heaven an oath to save the 
Union. And the Lord, our God, was with him, until every obligation of oath and 
duty was sacredly kept and honored. Not any man was able to stand before him. 
Liberty was the more firmly enthroned, the Union was saved, and the flag which 
he carried floated in triumph and glory from every flagstaff of the republic. 


Ina reply to a letter addressed to him by the daughter of Abraham Kohn, Mrs. Dankmar 
Adler (whose husband, the architect of the Auditorium building and one of the architects 
of the Columbian Exposition, had fought through the war and been wounded at Chick- 
amauga), Major McKinley wrote: 


The incident deeply impressed me when I first learned of it, and I have 
taken occasion to use it, as in my speech at Ottawa, to which you refer. I am 
very glad to have been able to give publicity to this striking incident, and Iam 
sure that the family of Mr. Kohn should feel very proud of his patriotic act.® 


9. HENRY WENTWORTH MONK VISITS LINCOLN AT THE WHITE HOUSE 


It is impossible to verify the facts relating to the unusual encounter between President 
Lincoln and the highly eccentric Henry Wentworth Monk (1827-96), the Canadian-born 
mystic and millenarian who was passionately committed to the idea of creating a state 
for the Jews in the ancient homeland. 

To publicly demonstrate his prophetic abilities, Monk, in 1863, agreed to submit to a 
“test” initiated by the English art critic and social thinker John Ruskin (1819-1900). Ruskin 
had proposed that Monk travel to Washington to meet with Lincoln and present him with 
his plan to end the Civil War. Monk claimed to have done so and stated that during his 
interview he also urged Lincoln to establish a Jewish homeland in Palestine, which was, 
Monk told him, a necessary precondition for world peace.” 

Monk’s account of Lincoln’s response to his recommendation is all the more en- 
thralling in light of Mary Todd Lincoln’s firm insistence that her husband had confessed 
to her his keen desire to visit Jerusalem in the near future.® 
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At the White House, Henry Wentworth Monk wedged himself into a perspiring, 
chattering, gesticulating queue of soldiers, contractors, news-papermen, officials, 
sightseers, women and children that filled the ante-room outside the President's 
office. Some carried papers and petitions; others talked loudly of their grievances, 
or rehearsed the requests they intended to make. Sometimes a messenger or sec- 
retary would enter or leave the President’s room, and then everyone would fall 
silent, and watch him open and shut the door as if it might be possible to peep 
through. After nearly three hours of waiting some of the visitors grew hungry, and 
produced sandwiches or cake which they ate in a hurry, as if fearing interruption. 

Suddenly at midday there was a stir in the office. The door was flung wide 
open, and one of the President’s secretaries whispered inaudibly to the near- 
est visitor. All knew the signal; and in a moment the crowd was jostling and 
elbowing its way into the President’s room. Mr. Lincoln was seen completing 
the signing of some papers; and he did not look up till the room was full. Then, 
he began brief interviews with visitors chosen more or less at random. 

Monk had taken up a position at the back of the crowd, near the door, 
where he could watch the proceedings and get his bearings. Most of the visitors, 
he noticed, were seeking favours—a commission, a concession, an appoint- 
ment or a pardon. He considered that their attitude was mercenary, and that 
they showed small respect to their President. Lincoln looked care-worn and 
preoccupied, sometimes almost appearing not to hear what his visitor said. 
Then suddenly he would “come to.” His expression would change, a smile 
would play on his lips, and he would crack a joke. These rapid transitions in 
the President’s mood from melancholy to humour seem to have fascinated 
Monk, who now began to press forward a little so as to obtain a better view of 
Mr. Lincoln. Perhaps in his usual impetuous fashion he made more of a stir 
than he intended, for he soon became aware that the President was looking 
squarely at him, with an expression of part amusement, part curiosity. Seeing 
the direction of the President’s stare, the people now parted a little, so that 
Monk was forced to move forward towards the desk. 

According to a letter addressed subsequently by Monk to his friend, 
Chewett, Mr. Lincoln spoke first, and asked him who he was; and then, on 
hearing that he was a Canadian, rose and beckoning him forward, shook his 
hand warmly. He asked Monk how he liked Washington. “I took this as an 
opportunity to tell him why I had come,” wrote Monk. “I explained to the 
President that I was a friend of Mr. Ruskin and Mr. Hunt, and that many 
Englishmen and Canadians, like myself, while applauding his Emancipation 
Proclamation, could not but hope that a way might be found to terminate this 
terrible war before it was too late, and ruin had overtaken the civilization of 
North America. The President replied, Amen to that, in a quiet and rather sad 
manner; then asked me whether I had any plan to propose for bringing peace 
about. I replied that the South was fighting, not merely for its independence 


39 


IMMIGRANTS AND THE OLD NORTHWEST 


40 


but for its property in slaves. Let the North, which in the past had shared in 
the profits from slavery, generously compensate the South for emancipating 
its slaves. ‘It will be less expensive, I added, ‘to pay this compensation than 
to fight the war to a finish.’ Mr. Lincoln nodded, but immediately asked me 
whether I had any reason to suppose that the South would return to the Union 
on these terms. I assured him that, once slavery were abandoned, secession 
would die a natural death, particularly if the South would be left to itself for 
a few years to find out that machinery could do the work which slave labour 
had done up till now. “Thus,’ I said, ‘all the blood and treasure which the war 
has already cost will not have been spent in vain. For the world will thereby 
have been led to take a great step forward in social, intellectual and moral 
progress.’ My suggestion appeared to amuse the President, for he now gave our 
conversation a jocular turn. “Your plan, he said, ‘reminds me of the outcome 
of a fight between two friends of my son at school, Bill and Tom. One day I saw 
Tom with his face bloody, limping along and doubled up as if in pain. I asked 
him if he had been fighting, and he replied, “Yes, Sir, but I won the victory!” 
“And how did you do that?” I said. “Why,” answered Tom, “when Bill swung 
a hard right, I stopped it with my nose. When Bill delivered a vicious kick, I 
stopped it with my stomach. I certainly gave him a trimming.” Now it seems 
to me that your plan is like Tom’s victory—it is all self-sacrifice.’ 

“But to be serious,” went on the President, “do not you Canadians consider 
my Emancipation Proclamation as a great step forward in the social and moral 
progress of the world?” “Indeed we do,” answered Monk, “only it does not go 
far enough. Why not follow the emancipation of the Negro by a still more 
urgent step—the emancipation of the Jew?” 

“The Jew—why the Jew? Are they not free already?” 

“Certainly, Mr. President, the American Jew is free, and so is the En- 
glish Jew—but not the European. In America we live so far off that we are 
blind to what goes on in Russia and Prussia and Turkey. There can be no 
permanent peace in the world until the civilized nations, led, I hope, by Great 
Britain and the United States, atone for what they have done to the Jews— 
for their two thousand years of persecution—by restoring them to their na- 
tional home in Palestine, and making Jerusalem the capital city of a reunited 
Christendom.” 

“That is a noble dream, Mr. Monk,” said the President, “and one shared 
by many Americans. I myself have a regard for the Jews. My chiropodist is 
a Jew, and he has so many times ‘put me upon my feet’ that I would have no 
objection to giving his countrymen ‘a leg up’ But the United States is, alas, at 
this moment a house divided against itself. We must first bring this dreadful 
war to a victorious conclusion, which no compromise can do—and then, Mr. 
Monk, we may begin again to see visions, and dream dreams. Then you will 
see what leadership America will show to the world!”6 
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10. ADOLPHUS SOLOMONS’S ACCOUNT OF THE 
“CRACKED GLASS” PHOTOGRAPH OF LINCOLN 


Adolphus S. Solomons was a prominent entrepreneur and Jewish communal leader in 
Washington, D.C., during the Lincoln administration. Born and raised in New York City, 
Solomons moved to the nation’s capital in 1859 and established a publishing firm under 
the name Philp and Solomons. As a member of Washington’s social elite, he received in- 
vitations to attend social functions at the White House, and, according to his memoirs, 
he developed a warm personal association with Lincoln.” 

According to Solomons, the last images of Lincoln were taken by the photographer 
Alexander Gardner (1821-82)"! on the premises of “Philip and Solomons””? on “the second 
Sunday previous to the Friday night” of his assassination—Sunday, April 2, 1865. This data 
is erroneous since we know from many sources that Lincoln was away from Washington 
at that time. Traditionally, the last photos of Lincoln were believed to have been taken on 
Monday, April 10, 1865, so today the Gardner photos can only be called some of the last 
photographs of Lincoln from life, because research has convinced many scholars that the 
session with Gardner took place in February 1865, and therefore one or two other photo- 
graphs of Lincoln were apparently taken subsequently. In any event, Solomons allowed 
the American Hebrew to print one of the photographs taken during that sitting.” 

Nearly half a century later, Solomons provided the editors of the American Hebrew 
with a detailed account of that photographic session. Like the dating of the photo session 
itself, it is difficult to gauge the accuracy of Solomons’s reminiscences. What is beyond 
question, however, is the fact that Solomons contended that he and Lincoln enjoyed a 


Alexander Gardner’s “cracked glass” 
portrait of Lincoln. Many have insisted 
that this photograph, taken probably in 
February 1865, is the last photograph of 
Lincoln before his death. The crack was 
later characterized as an ominous sign 
of impending disaster. Courtesy Library 

of Congress Prints and Photographs Division, 
Washington, D.C. 
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Facsimile of last Lincoln 
portrait, taken for 

Mr. Adolphus S. Solomons 
(owned by Mrs. N. Taylor 
Phillips). Washington 
businessman Adolphus S. 
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photo was the last taken of 
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In his reminiscences, 
Solomons claimed that the 
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studio by the prominent 
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very warm and personal association. Solomons explained that the president arrived at 
his studio in a sorrowful mood, and consequently some of the photographs did not do 
him justice. Lincoln seemed to sense his friend’s disappointment, Solomons recollected, 
so he asked for “one of [Solomons’s] funny stories” in the hope of lightening his mood and 
producing a more natural photograph. “I complied as best I could,” Solomons declared, 
and the result was the photograph that accompanied the publication of his memories on 
the pages of the American Hebrew. 


As many statements have been made relating to the “last photograph” Mr. 
Lincoln sat for, I feel assured that the following disposes of the fact. 

During the early 60s our bookselling and publishing firm of Philip and 
Solomons, located at 011 Pennsylvania avenue in this city, had a large photo- 
graph branch in the upper part of the building under the charge of Alexander 
Gardner who was well known for his celebrated Photographic Sketch Book of 
the war, in two oblong folio volumes, in which Mr. Lincoln was a frequent and 
conspicuous figure in camp in battle fields. 

One day, while in his office, I casually remarked that I would like very 
much for him to give us another sitting, as those we had been favored with 
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were unsatisfactory to us, and would he permit us to try again, to which he 
willingly assented. 

Not long afterwards he sent word that he could “come on some Sunday,” 
and a date was arranged, which was the second Sunday previous to the Friday 
night when the assassin, Wilkes Booth, in cold blood shot to death one of the 
most beloved men God ever created. 

At the time named by appointment, he came, and, at my first glance, I 
saw, with regret, that he wore a troubled expression, which, however, was not 
unusual at that eventful period of our country’s fitful condition, and throwing 
aside ona chair the gray woolen shawl he was accustomed to wear, Mr. Gardner, 
after several squints at his general make-up, placed him in an artistic position, 
and began his work. 

After several “snaps” during which the President, while making jocular 
remarks, had completely upset the operator’s calculation, I followed Mr. Gard- 
ner into his “darkroom” and learned to my sorrow that he had not succeeded 
in getting even a fair expression of his mobile countenance, and therefore was 
much discouraged which, however, was but a repetition of former occasions. 

I courageously named the result of my investigation to Mr. Lincoln, where- 
upon he, noticing, perhaps, my disappointment, said to me, “tell Mr. Gardner 
to come out in the open”—referring to the “dark room,’—“and you, Solomons, 
tell me one of your funny stories and we will see if I can’t do better.” 

I complied as best I could, and the result was the likeness as reproduced 
in these memories.” 
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“The Most Favored Family Visitor at the White House”: 
The Enigmatic Relationship between Lincoln and 
Isachar Zacharie, M.D. 


ne of the most celebrated and intriguing of President Lincoln’s many contacts with 

Jews during his years in the White House was the extraordinary relationship he 
had with a fascinating chiropodist named Isachar Zacharie (1827-1900).! Writing in 
1951, Bertram W. Korn, the pioneering scholar of American Jewry and the Civil War, 
described Zacharie as one of Abraham Lincoln’s “most enigmatic intimates.” Who was 
Isachar Zacharie? Was Lincoln’s chiropodist simply a “patriotic corn doctor,” or was 
he, as some have suggested, a mendacious “rebel spy”? 

Zacharie was born in Kent, England, in 1827. There exists evidence that Zacharie was 
already working as an apprentice to a distinguished medical scholar in 1837. Though he 


Isachar Zacharie was Lin- 
coln’s chiropodist and covert 
envoy for the administration. 
Courtesy American Jewish Histor- 
ical Society, New York, N.Y., and 


Newton Centre, Mass. 
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would have been only ten or eleven years old at that time, such things often happened 
in Victorian England. In this capacity, he may have been introduced to chiropody—a 
burgeoning profession and potentially a lucrative calling.* 

Zacharie was seventeen or eighteen years old when he, his parents, and his siblings 
immigrated to the United States in the mid-1840s. Within a few years of his arrival, he 
was receiving kudos for his exceptional abilities to relieve his patients’ discomforts by 
treating their corns, bunions, and ingrown toenails without inflicting pain or provok- 
ing subsequent infection.* Zacharie seems to have traveled extensively during his first 
decade in the United States,° and he cared for the feet of some of the most prominent 
Americans of the antebellum era, including U.S. senators Henry Clay of Kentucky, 
John C. Calhoun of South Carolina, Lewis Cass of Michigan, Thomas Hart Benton of 
Missouri, and James A. Bayard of Delaware. At the conclusion of his treatment, Zacharie 
solicited and received flattering letters of commendation.’ 

Edwin M. Stanton appears to have been the man who first introduced Zacharie to 
prominent members of the Lincoln administration. Armed with a fistful of highly com- 
plimentary professional endorsements, the young foot doctor came to Stanton in 1862 
and urged him to create an army corps of chiropodists who would tend to the podiatric 
needs of battlefield soldiers. Zacharie’s proposal did not interest Stanton, but the “doctor's” 
skill impressed him. Within months, Zacharie’s clientele included men like Secretary of 
State William H. Seward, General Nathaniel P. Banks (1816-94), General Ambrose E. 
Burnside (1824-81), General George B. McClellan, and many others. By the summer of 
1862, Zacharie was trimming the toenails of the nation’s first citizen—Abraham Lincoln.’ 

Lincoln, like many other contemporaries, was impressed by Zacharie’s skill. He 
and Seward actually composed a joint letter of endorsement. Whether Lincoln actually 
came to think of Zacharie as a friend or whether he was merely being courteous to a 
helpful pedal servant is difficult to determine. We do know that the two men enjoyed 
a personal association that was neither superficial nor fleeting. 

Contemporaries have left conflicting impressions of Zacharie’s personality. A cor- 
respondent writing for the New York Herald described him as a “man of charm and 
grace”: “Dr. Zacharie is distinguished by a splendid Roman nose, fashionable whiskers 
and eloquent tongue, a dazzling diamond breastpin, great skill in his profession and 
an ingratiating address, a perfect knowledge of his business, and a plentiful supply of 
social and moral courage.” 

In stark contrast, George S. Denison (1833-66), a twenty-seven-year-old treasury 
agent in New Orleans (and cousin of Salmon P. Chase [1808-73], treasury secretary 
under Lincoln and later chief justice), characterized the Jewish foot doctor as a fop 
and a name-dropper: “His vest is flowered velvet—his hair beautifully oiled—and his 
presence distills continual perfume sweeter than the winds that blow from Araby the 
blest. In season and out of season, he fails not to announce himself as the Confidential 
Agent or Correspondent of the President.” 

Zacharie’s copious correspondence with men like Lincoln, Seward, and Banks 
testifies to the fact that this man was a colorful personality. He could be obsequious, 
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oleaginous, and painfully solicitous. At other times, he could be self-congratulatory, 
petty, and critical. His letters bespeak a personality always characterized by passion, 
energy, and assertiveness. 

The true nature of Zacharie’s relationship with Abraham Lincoln is genuinely 
inscrutable. On the one hand, various primary source documents suggest that the 
chiropodist was a toady, a self-promoter, and a dishonorable phony. In his many letters 
to Lincoln, Zacharie repeatedly flatters the president. “My desire is to serve you,” he 
wrote, “in such a manner that my services may rebound to your honor.” In another 
note, he insisted that “what I wish to do is for the benefit of yourself & my country.” 
Zacharie even made use of humor in order to reassure Lincoln that he was fundamen- 
tally a humble personal friend who wanted to prove he was also a faithful political 
ally: “Perhaps ’m somewhat like the Irish Biddy who remarked to the lady of the 
house, “Shurr Mistress darlent a poor gal that works hard likes to know if she gives 
satisfaction to youz.”"! 

Over the years, Zacharie sent a variety of presents to the Lincolns—a barrel of hom- 
iny, a box of pineapples, a case of oranges and bananas—but it is difficult to determine 
whether these gifts came from a shameless opportunist or from a man who genuinely 
cared about Lincoln and believed him to be a “dear friend.” We do know, however, that 
Zacharie did more for Lincoln than merely trim his toenails. He ultimately became 
the president’s personal envoy and a loyal partisan for Lincoln’s reelection campaign.” 

By the fall of 1862, Zacharie’s relationship with the Lincoln administration became a 
matter of public discourse. He earned a considerable reputation as a powerful Washing- 
ton insider, and on October 3, an exposé on the president’s foot doctor appeared in the 
pages of the New York Herald under the tongue-in-cheek headline “The Head and Feet 
of the Nation.” According to the article, Dr. Zacharie “enjoyed Mr. Lincoln’s confidence 
perhaps more than any other private individual . . . [and was possibly] the most favored 
family visitor at the White House.” Even if the article exaggerated the dimensions of the 
chiropodist’s political clout, Zacharie’s remarkable role in a covert diplomatic mission 
substantiates the fact that Lincoln held him in high regard.¥ 

Zacharie’s diplomatic duties for the Lincoln administration may very well have 
had their genesis in a series of political deliberations that culminated in the issuance 
of the so-called preliminary Emancipation Proclamation by Lincoln on September 22, 
1862, a document that gave official notice to the states in rebellion that unless they 
laid down their arms and rejoined the Union by January 1, 1863, the president would 
emancipate their slaves.'4 

During the weeks leading up to the issuance of the preliminary Emancipation Proc- 
lamation, Zacharie frequently treated the president’s feet. Was Lincoln thinking about 
this important matter while he was receiving pedal therapy? The answer to this question 
is unknowable, but on the very same day that he signed the preliminary Emancipation 
Proclamation, Lincoln issued another much less historic missive, this one validating 
Zacharie’s podiatric skills: “Dr. Zacharie has operated on my feet with great success, 
and considerable addition to my comfort.” 


46 


“THE MOST FAVORED FAMILY VISITOR” 


The issuance of these two statements on the very same day may very well have been 
nothing more than an odd historical coincidence. Nevertheless, in light of the covert 
diplomatic activities that Zacharie would carry out for the Lincoln administration over 
the coming months, one cannot help but ponder whether the president discussed his 
plans to emancipate the Confederacy’s slaves with his podiatrist and, moreover, whether 
the two men began to exchange views as to the possibility that the proclamation might 
spur the South’s leadership to give serious consideration to a negotiated peace!!® 

The day after Lincoln issued the preliminary Emancipation Proclamation, Sep- 
tember 23, 1862, Edwin Stanton gave Zacharie permission “to pass with the lines of the 
United States forces around Washington and the Potomac for the purpose of operating 
upon the feet of the soldiers for corns, bunion’s etc.” Zacharie’s efforts to help the Union 
soldiers must have been a noteworthy success because he soon received a different and 
much more significant assignment to carry out in New Orleans.” 

In November 1862, Lincoln ordered General Banks to go to New Orleans and replace 
the roughshod Major General Benjamin (“Beast”) Butler (1818-93) as commander of 
the Department of the Gulf.!8 Zacharie had already developed a personal bond with 
Banks, perhaps because Banks had been one of Zacharie’s first patients in Washington, 
D.C. Nevertheless, with Banks’s encouragement, Zacharie asked Lincoln and Secretary 
Seward to send him to New Orleans to work for Banks “in some capacity so as to ren- 
der some service to the government.” Zacharie assured Seward that he could help the 
government in its efforts to solidify the Union’s control over New Orleans, an erstwhile 
Confederate city.’ 

In an “official and confidential” letter, Banks outlined Zacharie’s assignment while 
in New Orleans. He was to mingle freely with the people of New Orleans—“especially 
with [his] own countrymen.” He was to work as an “informant,” assessing the mood 
of the local citizenry and helping the Union win its loyalty. Banks also directed Zach- 
arie to conduct secretive reconnaissance missions in the Confederate stronghold of 
neighboring Mississippi in order to ascertain the location, number, and preparedness 
of the enemy’s troops as well as “the extent of their supplies and ammunition and the 
different organizations of which their army may be composed.” Finally, Banks autho- 
rized Zacharie to employ qualified informants who could assist him in carrying out 
these important assignments.?° 

Zacharie arrived in New Orleans in mid-January of 1863, and thus began his brief 
but well-documented career as a U.S. intelligence official. Zacharie immediately began 
to establish relations with the Crescent City’s social elite, including prominent leaders 
of the Jewish community. Zacharie gathered reconnaissance information, wrote reports, 
and worked diligently to curry favor with Jewish leaders by serving as something of a 
fixer for his coreligionists who may have previously been sympathetic to the Confed- 
eracy. According to General Banks, the courtesies that Zacharie showed to some of the 
key leaders in New Orleans endeared him to “leading men of the Rebel Government... 
and secured for him such endors[e]ments as will enable him to do that which other 
men cannot do, and which perhaps could not be given to a man of more commanding 


47 


“THE MOST FAVORED FAMILY VISITOR” 


social or political position.” Clearly, Zacharie’s community relations campaign pleased 
and impressed Banks, and he assured Seward that Zacharie was “a zealous supporter 
of the Government.”2! 

While he was in New Orleans, Zacharie worked under Banks, but he sent peri- 
odic briefings directly to Lincoln and Seward detailing the progress he was making. 
“Everywhere Union spirit is gaining in power,” he wrote. He eagerly informed Lincoln 
that the general population in New Orleans—and particularly the Creoles—received 
him warmly. “I came here” he wrote, “to use my best efforts, humble though they be, 
in aiding to unite our country. Should I in any way be instrumental in consummating 
so great a result, my ambition will be gratified. For I shall know full well my name will 
not be forgotten either by the United States government or the people of Louisiana.””” 

Yet, Zacharie’s espionage work for the Union must have annoyed some southern 
loyalists, and he wrote Lincoln to explain he had “made some enemies” who may have 
been surreptitiously accusing him of taking graft and profiteering. As for the accuracy 
of these accusations, Zacharie declared: “I most earnestly deny [them]. 

Zacharie’s Jewishness became grist for the mill of his ardent detractors. One north- 
ern critic remembered him as “the lowest and vulgarest of Jew pedlars [sic],” and he 
expressed shock that “Mr. Lincoln [would] make a friend of such an odious creature.” 
According to this same writer, General John G. Foster’s (1823-74) wife refused to sit at 
the same table with a Jew like Zacharie.*4 

But Banks and Zacharie had a mutual admiration society. Zacharie stoked Banks’s 
presidential ambitions with a steady stream of fawning compliments, though he ulti- 
mately supported Lincoln in the 1864 election. Banks told Seward that Zacharie had 
neither solicited nor received any “favors” for his efforts. 

Zacharie’s attempt to negotiate a peace treaty between the Union and the Confed- 
eracy in 1863 was arguably the most intriguing facet of his short diplomatic career in 
the Lincoln administration. His desire to become a peacemaker seems to have taken 
root in May 1863, in the wake of the Union’s pivotal victory over the Confederate forces 
at Vicksburg. Zacharie’s Confederate informants told him that most “Southern people 
earnestly desired to have the war settled without further bother.”?> They told Zacharie 
they would help him meet with members of the Confederate cabinet if he could persuade 
Lincoln to pursue a negotiated peace plan.”© 

Banks, too, seems to have believed that the Confederate leadership could be en- 
ticed into peace negotiations, and he dispatched Zacharie to Washington, instructing 
him to deliver special reports and secret memoranda to Lincoln. Ten days later, on the 
eve of his departure for New Orleans, Zacharie wrote a letter to Lincoln wherein he 
confessed to being anxious over “the great responsibility” that the administration had 
given him. Nonetheless, once he was back in New Orleans and under the direction of 
General Banks, Zacharie began to conduct a series of secret meetings with his southern 
contacts in the vicinity of New Orleans.?’ 

Zacharie believed that repairing the Union should be the administration’s top 
priority and that the only formula for peace would be a plan that brought “honour to 
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the North, ... without humiliation to the South.” According to the New York Herald, 
Zacharie thought that the U.S. government should agree to transport Jefferson Davis, 
the Confederate government, and 150,000 of the Confederacy’s most ardent troops to the 
New Mexican Territory: “With this force [Jefferson Davis would] drive away Napoleon’s 
hordes and proclaim himself President of the new Mexican republic. Simultaneously 
the seceded Southern States [would] return to the Union with whatever negroes [we]re 
left in them. This [would] end the war satisfactorily to all concerned.””8 

It was most unlikely that Lincoln, or any other member of his administration for 
that matter, would give serious consideration to such a plan. However impractical, this 
idea was based on the established fact that many Confederate leaders considered the 
New Mexican Territory to be vitally important to an independent southern nation. In 
fact, after General Robert E. Lee’s (1807-70) capitulation, some Confederate troops ac- 
tually fled to the New Mexican Territory in the hope of keeping Dixie’s national flame 
aglow in the Southwest.?° 

According to Zacharie’s correspondence, his initial entreaties were cordially re- 
ceived by the Confederate officials, but he quickly realized that the Lincoln adminis- 
tration was sending him mixed signals about the idea of negotiating a peace settlement 
with the Confederacy. According to Zacharie, Seward was urging him to continue 
his furtive conversations with the Confederates. The secretary of state told him, he 
asserted, that Lincoln was aware of his efforts and that he should continue to negotiate 
in accordance with his best judgment. Zacharie also reiterated, in a letter to Banks, 
that Seward continued to encourage his negotiations: “When the time came & all was 
ready” Zacharie assured Banks, “[Seward told me he] could clintch [sic] the matter.”°° 

Lincoln’s level of interest in Zacharie’s plan may be gauged from the fact that si- 
lence reigned between the two men for three months during the summer of 1863. Then, 
inexplicably, Lincoln summoned Zacharie to Washington in early September. After 
two days of intense conversation, Lincoln gave his chiropodist the green light to go to 
Richmond and see if the Confederate leadership was truly ready to stop the “effusion 
of blood” and return to the Union.#! 

On Sunday evening, September 27, 1863, Isachar Zacharie met furtively with four 
high-ranking Confederate officials on the outskirts of Richmond: Stephen R. Mallory 
(1813-73), secretary of the navy; James A. Seddon (1815-80), secretary of war; General 
John H. Winder (1800-1865), provost marshal of Richmond, and, to Zacharie’s surprise 
and delight, Secretary of State Judah P. Benjamin (1811-84).*? 

Until now, very little was known about this gathering. A letter from Zacharie to 
General Banks, written on October 9, 1863, identified the participants and summarized 
the meeting by saying “the interview was of the most friendly nature.” Thanks to a 
recently resurfaced piece of correspondence between Zacharie and Benjamin written 
the day after the meeting, we now know definitively that this meeting occurred, and, 
more important, we have some indication of what transpired.* 

Zacharie’s tone was effervescent; he was evidently thrilled by his unexpected ren- 
dezvous with Benjamin: “I was so excited last night and overcome at the pleasure of 
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meeting you, knowing that the confederate flag was waving over my head, that my heart 
was bursting with joy. I had so much to say and so short time to say it in, that I fear I 
have forgotten much, but I hope the day is not far distant when we shall meet again.”*4 

Astonishingly, it seems that in addition to discussing the prospect of a negotiated 
peace, Zacharie opened the meeting by soliciting a personal favor: he asked Benjamin 
to permit him to travel through the Confederacy in order to visit his elderly father in 
Savannah. Evidently, Benjamin declined the request on the spot, but Zacharie promised 
Benjamin in his letter that he would ultimately prove himself “worthy, not only of your 
confidence, but of the small favour I have asked.” Through his future efforts, he assured 
Benjamin he would convince him he was not a secret agent for the Union.* 

With this personal matter out of the way, Zacharie returned to peace negotiations. 
He stressed he was not just sympathetic to the South; he portrayed himself to be, at 
heart, a true Confederate patriot: “I hope I have made a favourable impression—and 
that you have taken all I said in good part, as it came from a pure heart. I would gladly 
join the armies of the confederacy if I did not know that I could be of more service to 
you from where I am, I endeavoured to explain all to you last night, which I hope was 
satisfactory.”>° 

Finally, he assured Benjamin that he would “go immediately to Washington . .. [for] 
an interview with Mr. Lincoln... [and] assure him that no propositions of peace may 
be expected from the South.” Yet Zacharie’s letter also implies that the rebel leaders gave 
him something with which to tantalize Lincoln: “I shall put matters in the right light, 
and I know [Lincoln] will listen to me, and my word for it. Some good must come out 
of our unexpected meeting. I cannot explain to you why I think so, but I conscientiously 
believe there will (time will show).”3” 

Although nothing more came of this peace initiative, this letter offers us a sense of 
what transpired. Not only does this document confirm the fact that two Jewish Amer- 
icans tried to negotiate an end to the Civil War in 1863, it also strongly suggests that 
if the Union would have proposed a compromise that was framed “in the right light,” 
then the South might well have been receptive.*® 

In all probability, Zacharie tried to convince Seward that the administration should 
continue to negotiate with Benjamin. Nevertheless, despite Seward’s previous promises 
and the behind-the-scenes encouragement Zacharie believed he had received from Lin- 
coln, by the fall of 1863 it was clear that the administration had no intention of continuing 
these secretive negotiations with the Confederacy. Zacharie was peeved. In a letter to 
General Banks, he complained that the Lincoln administration had left him out to dry. 
The administration’s disunity over the idea of pursuing peace negotiations made any 
ongoing efforts pointless. Zacharie wrote to Banks in exasperation: “Now what is the 
use of my going to see Benjamin, if we are not ready to do anything?” 

Although the Lincoln administration pulled the plug on Zacharie’s diplomatic 
negotiations with Confederate leaders, leaving the podiatrist frustrated and insulted, 
he continued to try to curry favor with Lincoln. In 1864, Zacharie threw himself whole- 
heartedly behind the effort to reelect Lincoln. He traveled through Pennsylvania and 
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New York electioneering for the president, paying special attention to his Jewish coreli- 
gionists. “As regards the Isrelites [sic] .. .” Zacharie wrote Lincoln, “I understand them 
well.” He hired campaign workers who registered voters, and he took steps to ensure 
that the “Israelites” voted for Lincoln in accordance with their promise. In regard to 
his efforts to sway the Jewish voters of New York, Zacharie assured Lincoln he had 
been effective. As for his work in Pennsylvania, Zacharie was even more definitive. “If 
you knew all—you and your friends would give me much credit, for I flatter myself I 
have done one of the sharpest things that has been done in the campaign. Will explain 
it to you when I see you.” Though Lincoln feared he would lose his bid for reelection, 
Zacharie was confidence incarnate: “I hope to see you after the fun is over,” he wrote, 
“when I hope you will say ‘well done, My good and faithful servant.””° 

It is important to note that Zacharie’s efforts to garner the “Israelite” vote for Lin- 
coln in 1864 constituted an important turning point in the political history of American 
Jewry. As noted in chapter 1, the mass emigration of Jews from Central Europe during 
the 1840s and 1850s resulted in the growth of important Jewish communities in key 
urban centers throughout the states of the Old Northwest and, of course, in the seaboard 
states of New York and Pennsylvania as well. A large percentage of the Central European 
Jewish immigrants took an active interest in politics. Many of these migrants—Jews 
and non-Jews alike—had been ardent supporters of the liberal revolutions of 1830 and 
1848, and it was the failures of those movements that had pushed many of these dis- 
heartened activists to emigrate. After settling in America, these erstwhile European 
liberal activists were eager to participate in American politics. The political sentiments 
of this foreign-born cohort, who described themselves as “Germans in America,” were 
summed up during the election of 1864 by the German American scholar and political 
philosopher Francis (Franz) Lieber (1800-1872): 


German working men! Why did you leave home, family, the friends of 
your youth, and seek this distant America? It was because you had heard 
that in the United States you would find a country wherein you and your 
children would enjoy all the rights of the free citizen; where skill and 
industry would surely find their reward, and where your children would 
never find themselves debarred from any merited attainment by the priv- 
ileges of others. ... Do not lend your aid to the party which would give up 
the Union to the dominion of the Southern landholders. For do you know 
what this slave-owning, would be oligarchy pretends to aim at? Perhaps 
you suppose they struggle only to retain possession of their negro slaves. 
The Southern slaveholders are fighting for that which was for so long a 
time the prerogative of the owners of the soil, the privilege of using the 
working man, whether white or black, as the instrument of their power, 
their pleasure, and their arrogance. The working man is to bear all the 
burdens of the state, but he is to have no rights in it. It is for him to obey, 
and for the rich man alone to rule." 
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Zacharie’s open assertion that he could persuade the majority of Jews in the north- 
ern states to vote as a bloc for Lincoln sparked an intense and interesting controversy. 
Evidently, Zacharie was not the only Jew seeking to organize a “Jews for Lincoln” 
campaign. Samuel A. Lewis (1831-1913), a Jewish communal leader from New York, 
was apparently working with Zacharie on behalf of the Jews for Lincoln’s reelection 
effort in New York. Lewis wrote to Lincoln and warned him to be wary of any “par- 
ties representing themselves [as] ‘a committee from the Jews’. . . [who may] solicit 
contributions.” Lewis emphatically told Lincoln that American Jews had no desire to 
take money to support his candidacy. To the contrary, Lewis wrote, Jews “propose to 
give—not to take.”4? 

Other Jewish leaders quickly spoke out to discredit the “Jews for Lincoln” idea 
altogether. Until the election of 1868, when it became necessary to decide whether 
Ulysses S. Grant (1822-85) was essentially anti-Jewish, the vast majority of American 
Jews distanced themselves from even a whiff of group politics. Jews were expected to 
participate in politics as American citizens and certainly not as members of a Jewish 
caucus or constituency.*? Zacharie and Lewis may have been Lincoln men, but that did 
not entitle them to speak for American Jewry as a whole. “The Jews, as a body, have no 
politics,” wrote Myer Samuel Isaacs (1841-1904), coeditor of New York’s Jewish Messenger; 
“... there is no ‘Jewish vote.’”44 

If Zacharie composed a written congratulation to Lincoln when he won reelection 
in the fall of 1864, a copy of that communication has apparently not survived. He did, 
however, send a congratulatory telegram to Lincoln on December 26, 1864, only five 
days after Savannah surrendered to the Union armies. Zacharie, whose father and rel- 
atives lived in Savannah, declared, “My family are [sic]crazy with joy.” The following 
month, Lincoln asked Secretary of War Edwin Stanton to permit Dr. Zacharie to “go to 
Savannah, remain a week. .. , bringing with him, ifhe wishes, his father and sisters or 
any of them.” Lincoln candidly explained to Stanton that by obliging him, the secretary 
would be sparing him from time-consuming appeals, in that Lincoln had “long ago” 
promised to help Zacharie reunite with his family “whenever Savannah should fall into 
our hands.” For Zacharie’s part, he was deeply appreciative. In a brief note to Lincoln 
written just prior to his departure for Savannah, Zacharie offered one final gesture of 
support: “If you have any matters that you would have properly attended to, I will con- 
sider it a favour for [you] to let me attend to it for you.” This communication appears 
to have been the last between the president and his chiropodist. 

After Lincoln’s death, Zacharie seems to have lost his thirst for public life and lived 
quietly in New York through the early 1870s. He cut back on his political involvement, 
though he remained somewhat active in local Republican politics for several years. In 
1872, for instance, he was a public supporter of Horace Greeley’s hapless attempt to pre- 
vent President Grant from winning a second term.*° Two years later, Zacharie attempted 
to have the U.S. Congress Committee on War Claims pay him $45,000 in fees for the 
podiatric services he rendered during the Civil War. Even with written support from 
his friend General Banks, Zacharie’s appeal was flatly rejected.*” 
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Around 1875, Zacharie returned to his native England, where he continued work- 
ing as a podiatrist. During the last decades of his life, he became a prominent leader 
of English Freemasonry as the founder of an English chapter of an American-based 
society called “The Order of the Secret Monitor.” In 1887, his Masonic brothers chose 
him to be their “Grand Supreme Ruler.” To this day, this order respectfully lauds this 
Jewish chiropodist and credits him for being a distinguished founder of its fraternity.** 
He died on September 16, 1900, at the age of 73.1% 

Isachar Zacharie was, as one historian summarized, a multifaceted personality—“a 
sycophant, court-jester, politician, spy, and friend.” Yet he was no fool. He was a clever 
operator—a shrewd and ambitious personality who was ever ready to ingratiate himself 
if he thought there might be some benefit to be gained.*° As he observed in a moment of 
frank self-assessment: “You know I lack Education, but I have managed to push smoothy 
[sic] thus far through the world, with many true friends who admire my Energy and 
true friendship—which I hope I shall always maintain.”*! 

Zacharie was unquestionably a sycophant, but the surviving documents lead us to 
conclude he was a man of exceptional talent. He was certainly an opportunist, and his 
work in New Orleans for the Lincoln administration demonstrated that he possessed 
a shrewd cleverness that concomitantly benefited his interests and those of the Union. 
Was he working both sides of the aisle—helping the South while working for the North? 
The surviving documents strongly suggest that he did whatever he could do to ingratiate 
himself with southerners only in order to succeed in his work for the North. 

Above all, Zacharie had pride in his own abilities and in the attainments of the 
Jewish people. During the Lincoln administration, his activities betokened a belief 
that, in America, Jews could assume influential leadership roles that were denied them 
in other parts of the world. If the president of the United States selected an immigrant 
Jewish chiropodist to fulfill high-level envoy and reconnaissance work for the good 
of the nation, then it was self-evident that Jews could achieve a political distinction in 
America that was denied them elsewhere. Zacharie asserted this very point in a speech 
he delivered at a New York testimonial dinner held in his honor in 1864: “Let us look at 
England, France, Russia, Holland, aye, almost every nation in the world, and where do 
we find the Israelite? We find them taken into the confidence of Kings and Emperors. 
And in this republican and enlightened country, where we know not how soon it may 
fall to the lot of any man to be elevated to a high position by this government, why may 
it not fall to the lot of an Israelite as well as any other?” 
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DOCUMENTS 


1. Two Editorials on Isachar Zacharie 

. Zacharie Briefs Lincoln on Conditions in New Orleans 
. “Patriotic Corn Doctor” or “Rebel Spy”? 

. Lincoln Was “Delighted” with Zacharie’s Revelations 
“I Am Sorry to Say He Lacks Stability” 

. A Rare Letter from Lincoln to Zacharie 

Mr. Lincoln’s Unionism and Bunionism 

. “We Propose to Give—Not to Take” 

. No Such Thing as a “Jewish Vote” 

“About Jews” 

. Freaks of Legislation 


1. TWO EDITORIALS ON ISACHAR ZACHARIE 


Isachar Zacharie became a frequent visitor at the White House in the fall of 1862, when Secre- 
tary of State William H. Seward first recommended his services to President Lincoln. Zacharie’s 
skill impressed Lincoln, and he gave the doctor a written testimonial stating, “Dr. Zacharie 
has operated on my feet with great success, and considerable addition to my comfort.”> 


‘The New York press took note of Zacharie’s impressive list of clients, which, in addition 


to the president, included the secretary of state, the secretary of war, Generals McClellan, 
Banks, and Burnside, and an array of Washington’s social elite. As the following editorials 


from the New York Herald demonstrate, Zacharie’s meteoric rise proved to be excellent 
grist for the satirist’s mill. 


54 


The Head and Feet of the Nation 


In the certificates furnished to the chiropodist by the President, Secretary 
Seward and other members of the Cabinet, and by Generals McClellan, Banks 
and Burnside, we have a cornucopia of information about the secrets of this 
war. The President has been greatly blamed for not resisting the demands of 
the radicals; but how could the President put his foot down firmly when he 
was troubled with corns? There have been rumors of personal animosities and 
ill-timed bickerings among the members of the Cabinet; but undoubtedly these 
have been caused by the honorable Secretaries inadvertently treading upon 
each other’s bunions under the council board. Some of our generals have been 
reproached for their slow movements; but is celerity of motion to be expected 
of persons whose toe nails are growing into the flesh? No human being could 
be expected to toe the mark of our expectations under such circumstances. ... 
General Pope, who by a singular paradox placed his head-quarters in the sad- 
dle, made a few rapid evolutions, during which he nearly succeeded in using 
up himself, the enemy, and our army; but Jackson’s bare-footed rebels, who 
do not know the need or the value of a chiropodist, got the better of him at 
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last... . It would seem, therefore, that all our past troubles have originated not 
so much with the head as with the feet of the nation. Dr. Zacharie has shown 
us precisely where the shoe pinches.*4 


More Important Negotiations for Peace 


We have already been favored with a large crop of independent peace negotia- 
tors. First there was poor Greeley, who corresponded with Count Mercier and 
Vallandigham. Then there was J. Wesley Green, who reached Richmond via the 
penitentiary, and obtained a hundred dollars or so from the War Department. 
Then there was Chase Barney, who was taken prisoner by the rebels, and sub- 
sequently negotiated himself out of captivity and into oblivion. Then there was 
Louis Napoleon, who could not get the shrewd Palmerston to join him, and was 
consequently rebuffed by Secretary Seward. Then last, but not least there was 
the Chevalier Jewett,°> who turned Colorado, Europe and the rest of the world 
upside down to find a chance for peace, and who is now cooling himself off under 
the Falls of Niagara. Indeed, almost the only amateur diplomats who have not 
negotiated and intrigued for peace are the Chevaliers Weed and Wikoff. They 
have busied themselves solely with contracts and gunnery and musketry, and 
the former is now buried under a load of Charleston stone and election matters, 
while the latter is ornamenting and delighting metropolitan society, as usual. 
But a rival to all these distinguished personages has now appeared in the 
person of the renowned Dr. Zacharie. We remember when the Doctor made 
his debut upon the national stage. Just after the war was fairly inaugurated 
Dr. Zacharie went to Washington, resplendent with diamonds and surgical 
instruments, and cut the corns of the President, the Cabinet, General McClellan 
and the entire Army of the Potomac. For some time after this the movements of 
the administration and the soldiers were astonishingly rapid. Now, alas? Both 
our administration and our armies stick in the mud. The corns have evidently 
grown again and need cutting. However, Dr. Zacharie did the country a service 
then, and Mr. Lincoln and Secretary Stanton were not ungrateful. They sent 
Dr. Zacharie to New Orleans to cut the corns of General Banks and his bravo 
corps. Zacharie performed this operation with his usual marvelous skill, and 
the result was the almost immediate capture of Port Hudson. This fact shows 
Zacharie’s value as an ally in the vigorous prosecution of the war. But Dr. Zach- 
arie did more than this. He talked with a great many friends and adherents of 
Jeff Davis in New Orleans, and he learned that the Southern people earnestly 
desired to have the war settled without further bother. With this intelligence 
the acute and diplomatic corn cutter immediately started for Washington, and 
having escaped the foils of the rebel pirates, whom Rip Van Winkle Welles** 
allows to rule the wave, he arrived safely at the goodly but ungodly city. 
Again in Washington, Dr. Zacharie called upon his friend, Secretary 
Stanton, who, mistaking him for some visionary fellow, like Greel[e]y or Jew- 
ett, refused to listen to his story. The Doctor then left Stanton and went to 
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the President. The moment Zacharie entered the President’s private recep- 
tion room, the Chief Executive held out his foot and complained of his corns. 
Zacharie removed the corns and told his tale at the same time. Old Abe was 
greatly comforted and interested, and gave Zacharie a pass to go to Rich- 
mond. Zacharie took the pass, went to Fortress Monroe and embarked upon 
the flag of truce boat. At some point near the rebel capital he had interviews 
with Jeff Davis, Secretary Memminger, of the rebel Treasury, and Secretary 
Benjamin, of the rebel State Department. He agreed with these rebels upon 
a plan of peace. It is this:—Davis, the rebel Cabinet and the rebel armies are 
to go to Mexico. Our government is to furnish them with transportation to 
that favored land and with rations on the way. Jeff Davis calculates to land in 
Mexico with one hundred and fifty thousand veteran fire eaters, each of whom 
can devour a Frenchman at a meal, without salt and without the slightest 
injury to his digestion. With this force he will drive away Napoleon’s hordes 
and proclaim himself President of the new Mexican republic. Simultaneously 
the seceded Southern States will return to the Union with whatever negroes 
are left in them. This will end the war satisfactorily to all concerned. Such is 
the plan which Dr. Zacharie has arranged with the Southern leaders, and he is 
not only waiting for the President and the Cabinet to ratify it in order to carry 
it into instant effect. If he succeeds he will be the greatest man of the age, and 
neither Talleyrand nor Metternich can be compared to him. Strange as this 
narrative may appear, there is a great more in it than most people think, and 
perhaps the skeptical will soon have to acknowledge the corn and the corn 
doctor.*” 


2. ZACHARIE BRIEFS LINCOLN ON CONDITIONS IN NEW ORLEANS 


A fine collection of Isachar Zacharie’s correspondence with President Lincoln appears as 
an appendix to Bertram W. Korn’s authoritative volume American Jewry and the Civil 
War.*® The following letters, however, do not appear in Korn. 

Writing on May 9, 1863, from his room at the St. Charles Hotel in New Orleans, 
Zacharie provided Lincoln with a status report on the attitude of the local citizenry in the 
occupied Crescent City. This particular missive is exceedingly interesting. Zacharie tells 
the president that most of the city’s “rebels” are despondent over their cause, and were 
it not for the “female portion of their families,” many were ready to declare their loyalty 
to the Union. He cited Rabbi James K. Gutheim (1817-86) as a case in point. According 
to Zacharie, it was Gutheim’s wife and not the rabbi who refused to pledge loyalty to the 
Union. Gutheim’s decision to leave made him a southern hero when he returned to New 
Orleans after the South surrendered. 
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St Charles Hotel 
New Orleans May oth 1863 


To his 
Excellency A Lincoln 
President of the United States 


Washington DC 
Dear Sir 

An intense excitement has pervaded this city for the past few days. First 
the issuing of General Banks’ order notifying “registered enemies” to leave the 
Department by the 15th inst. Then the arrival of the invincible Illinois Cavalry 
at Baton Rouge, having performed the most brilliant feat of the war, again the 
news of [David D.] Porter joining [David G.] Farragut.°? You can form no idea 
of the joy which overcomes the hearts of all loyal people. 

As for the rebels, I can see their despondency, not only for themselves but 
their cause, was it not for the female portion of their families, who I fear have 
become perfect monomaniacs, they would in many instances take the oath. 

Rev Doctor Gutheim minister of the Portuguese Israelite Congregation 
of this city—registered enemy—called yesterday to see me & spoke most 
feelingly. In his heart he wishes the Union restored for he says under its Gov- 
ernment the Israelite has lived and prospered—why then should he leave? It is 
his wife who influences him. Another thing he took the oath of allegiance to 
the Confederacy & could not satisfy his own conscience to take it now to the 
Government, but as I said before at heart his [sic] for the Union &I believe his 
going out will do good. 

Col Gardner commanding the Illinois Cavalry is now here on a few days 
furlough, he is one of the most modest unassuming gentlemen I have ever 
seen. You should make him a General as he possesses the true mettle. 

A friend with Schooner left here yesterday on mission to Pemberton. I look 
for him back in ten or fifteen days when I expect to go over. Please inform 
M. Seward of this fact. While writing Commander Farragut has arrived from 
above Port Hudson. Porter took possession of Alexandria on the morning of 
the 6th thus [illegible] the advance column of General Banks reaches them. 
Thus the work goes bravely on. 

Very Respectfully 
Your most obd Servt [obedient servant] 


3. “PATRIOTIC CORN DOCTOR” OR “REBEL SPY”? 


Until recently, little was known about Zacharie’s September 27, 1863, secret meeting with 
four prominent Confederate officials: Stephen R. Mallory, James A. Seddon, John H. 
Winder, and Judah P. Benjamin." Historians have studied a letter from Zacharie to 
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Soldiers, Attention! 


‘ALL SOLDIERS HAVING 


CORNS 


BUNIONS | 


On B4D N4ILS 


Upon their feet, can have them CURED | 
without pain, by the undersigned, who is 

with you. UNDER THE AUTHORITY 

OF THE SECRETARY OF WAR. 


You will therefore have your feet 


EAAMINED, 


So as to keep them in good working order | 
| and FREE FROM PAIN. 


L ZACHARIE, M. D., 


| Surgeon Chiropodist. 








A broadside (ca. 1862) advertising Zacharie’s skill as a podiatrist. Courtesy Collec- 
tions of Maine Historical Society (www.VintageMaineImages.com). 
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General Banks, written on October 9, 1863, which identified the names of those who par- 
ticipated in the meeting and summarized the gathering’s overall atmosphere by saying 
“the interview was of the most friendly nature.” Thanks to the recent discovery of a 
letter that Zacharie wrote to Judah P. Benjamin the day after the meeting, we now have 
a clearer sense of what may have transpired. 


confidential 


Steam Boat New York aff [off?] 
City Point Sept 28th 1863 


Dear Sir, 

Since my interview with you last night, I have had time to meditate upon 
what transpired. And now let me again assure you of my sincere friendship 
towards you and the confederacy. 

I was so excited last night and overcome at the pleasure of meeting you, 
knowing that the confederate flag was waving over my head, that my heart was 
bursting with joy. I had so much to say and so short time to say it in, that I fear 
I have forgotten much, but I hope the day is not far distant when we shall meet 
again. 

Should not that—I hope I have made a favourable impression—and that 
you have taken all I said in good part, as it came from a pure heart. I would 
gladly join the armies of the confederacy if I did not know that I could be of 
more service to you from where I am, I endeavoured to explain all to you last 
night, which I hope was satisfactory. 

Iam much disappointed at not receiving permission to visit my old father 
but Iam a strong believer in the old adage (that every thing happens for the 
best) and who knows but our meeting may lead to beneficial results. God grant 
it may; more unlikely things has [sic] transpired, one thing is sure that I shall 
continue to hope and toil on, if not to win, to prove to you that I am worthy, 
not only of your confidence, but of the small favour I have asked, but unless I 
can visit the confederacy without the least doubt of my sincerity towards you 
all, I would rather sacrifice Father Sister and all, in fact my honour is at stake, 
and without that, man is worth but little, if however you are satisfied of my 
sincerity towards you all and you can say at any time grant me the permission 
to visit Savannah or Macon, I shall be under everlasting obligations. 

I shall go immediately to Washington from here, shall have an interview 
with Mr. Lincoln, shall talk to him (as but few can) I shall assure him that no 
propositions of peace may be expected from the South, I shall put matters in 
the right light, and I know he will listen to me, and my word for it. Some good 
must come out of our unexpected meeting. 

I cannot explain to you why I think so, but I conscientiously believe there 
will (time will show.) 
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I will write to you immediately all that transpires, but shall have to be very 
careful how I write. Should any thing important transpire, I shall come myself. 
So if I write or telegraph to you at this point, come immediately to me. You 
will know it is of importance. 

Should you know any person visiting New York in whom you have im- 
plicate [implicit] confidence in, write to me and I will post you up on all you 
wish to know. Be careful not to sign your name. I will know who it comes 
from. Should I write I will sign (thus,) [Zacharie drew a square box with a 
dot in the center] unless I return on flag of truce which I can as I know all the 
officers. 

Do not think me to[o] anxious to serve you. I do it from pure motives and 
you I hope, will never regret the interview we had last night. Wishing you 
every success, 

I am with much Respect 
Your obt. Servant 


I Zacharie MD 
760 Broadway 
New York 
to Hon. J. P. Benjamin 
Sec of State 
Richmond 
V.A.% 


4. LINCOLN WAS “DELIGHTED” WITH ZACHARIE’S REVELATIONS 


In this letter to General Nathaniel P. Banks, dated October 9, 1863, Zacharie reports on 
his recent activities to his immediate superior, the commander of the Department of the 
Gulf. He informs Banks that President Lincoln was “delighted” with his report on the 
top-secret meeting he conducted with various Confederate leaders, including President 
Jefferson Davis. Zacharie had discovered, much to his astonishment, that Lincoln had 
kept his mission a secret from Secretary of State William H. Seward. Consequently, the 
South’s openness to discussing a negotiated peace settlement placed Lincoln in an awk- 
ward spot. If he wished to pursue the matter, what would he say to Seward? According 
to Zacharie, Lincoln was like a man who won an elephant in a raffle and does not know 
what to do with it! 

Clearly eager to ingratiate himself with his superior, Zacharie assures the general that 
he had urged Lincoln to select Banks to negotiate a peace treaty with Judah P. Benjamin, 
secretary of state for the South. The shrewd Lincoln thanked his foot doctor for the “happy 
thought” and told him he would ponder the matter further. Although Lincoln dropped 
the idea of negotiating peace with the Confederacy, Zacharie left Lincoln that day entirely 
convinced that the president was “perfectly delighted with [his] success.” 
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Willard’s Hotel 
Washington. Oct 9th. 1863 


My Dear General 

I wrote to you from Fortress Monroe, the day I started South. I now write 
to inform you of my success. I can write but little as the mail is on the eve of 
closing. Enough to say that Mr. Benjamin, Mr. Mallory Mr. Siddon [Seddon] 
& Genl Winder came to City-point to receive me. The interview was of the 
most friendly nature. Benjamin was anxious for me to return to Washington 
as it would not be safe for me to pass through the Southern states, unless I 
could take the oath of allegiance. So I heard all they had to say & returned 
here, and now comes the rub. It seems that Mr. Lincoln has done everything 
for me on his own responsibility, and did not say a word to Mr. Seward until I 
returned, which seems I think to have displeased the Premier, but the Presi- 
dent is true and is perfectly delighted with my success. But how to act he does 
not know. He reminds me of the man that won the Elephant at a Raffle. He 
does not know what to do with it. On my first arrival Mr. Lincoln detained me 
2 hours, locking his doors and preventing any person from having access to 
him. He seemed to be delighted with my revelations. From what I can under- 
stand the subject has been brought before the Cabinet and bitterly opposed 
by Mr. Chase—Mr. Lincoln seemed in my interview with him to be desirous 
of effecting something, but still unwilling to give me his proyromise [sic] but 
stated, much good would grow out of it. But it required time to give it shape & 
life. He asked me if I had any thing to suggest, by which something could be 
effectively done, this gave me an opening to make this suggestion, 

Send for Genl Banks, he is your friend and you can trust him with your Con- 
fidence in carrying out any negotiation, and let me go down and tell Benjamin 
that you will be sent to represent the President so soon as you can be got here. 
He replied that is a happy thought. Let me reflect and come and see me tomor- 
row. Thus the matter stands. I have not time to give you my conclusions. 

The Herald to my great surprise yesterday in a leading article, recited that 
negotiations were being considered by the Cabinet, for a Peaceful termination 
of our troubles, and that the information could be relied upon. I find that my 
interview with the Chief of the Confederate Governt. is already known to 
many, which leads me to believe, that these revelations have been purposely 
made, with a view of throwing obstructions to prevent the consumption of 
this most desirable movement. 

I will write you more by next mail. 

Yours in haste 
I. Zacharie. Md 
PS. Much credit is due to Mr. Martin Gordon for paving the way for me.“ 
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5. “| AM SORRY TO SAY HE LACKS STABILITY” 


On October 16, 1863, one week after informing General Banks that he had urged Lincoln 
to pursue a negotiated treaty with the South, Zacharie wrote again from the nation’s 
capital. Lincoln’s inaction frustrated Zacharie, and he exasperatingly contended that 
Lincoln “has it in his powers to stop all fighting in 24 hours if he would follow out my 
program.” In his letter to Banks, Zacharie’s fawning nature and opportunistic instinct 
come into sharp focus. 
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Willards Hotel 
Washington Oct 16th 1863 


My Dear General, 

I wrote you by the last mail. Sent the letter to New York to be mailed, for 
certain reasons. Hope you received it. Since which time nothing has been 
done. Mr. Lincoln has refused to send for you but has not given me his rea- 
sons, but can see through it—it will make you to[o] popular. But my opinion 
is, that if anything is to be done, that they must send for you as I am deter- 
mined that no person shall have the Eclaim [Acclaim?] but you. As I remarked 
to Mr. Lincoln, if it had not been for you, I could have accomplished nothing, I 
know one thing that no person will be received by Benjamin, except myself, as 
he pledged his word to me that if any thing was to be done that I should have 
all the honour. I forgot to mention in my last that both Benjamin & Mallory 
spoke of you in the kindest manner, and Benjamin said that he was under 
many obligations to you for your kindness towards his sister. 

I wish you was [sic] here to advise me how to act, as I cannot talk to any 
person. I need not tell you that Mr. Lincoln has done all on his own hook, and 
has a hard road to travel, as he did not say a word to Seward until I returned. I 
do not know if anything will be done or not. I should like you to know all, but 
I am afraid to write for fear the letter will not come to hand. Should of taken 
a trip to see you, but do not know how to act. Mr. Lincoln is in great trouble, 
fighting is going on in the front, in fact I think matters look bad. 

I am sorry to say he lacks stability. He has it in his powers to stop all fight- 
ing in 24 hours if he would follow out my program, it was a misfortune that I 
did not see you on my return before I saw the President, you could of arranged 
everything. However it is not too late. I wish you would advise me how to act. 
Write to me at my residence 760 Broadway New York. Hoping to hear from 
you by return of mail. 

Yours Respectfully 
I. Zacharie. Md 


To Major Genl. N. P. Banks 


New Orleans® 
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6. A RARE LETTER FROM LINCOLN TO ZACHARIE 


Among the Lincoln Papers at the Library of Congress, one finds thirteen letters from Isachar 
Zacharie to Lincoln, but only one letter from Lincoln to Zacharie, dated September 19, 1864, 
survives in the collection. At this time, Zacharie was working to reelect Lincoln. Is Lincoln 
expressing his appreciation for Zacharie’s efforts on his behalf and promising Zacharie that 
his “friend” will be “fully and fairly considered” for a patronage post at the proper time? It 
is impossible to know for certain, but Zacharie promptly replied to the president and told 
him his note “had the desired effect, with the friends of the Partie [sic].”% 


Executive Mansion 
Washington, Sept. 19, 1864 


Dr. Zacharie 
Dear Sir 
I thank you again for the deep interest you have constantly taken in the 
Union cause. The personal matter on behalf of your friend, which you men- 
tioned, shall be fully and fairly considered when presented. 
Yours truly 
A. Lincoln” 


7. MR. LINCOLN’S UNIONISM AND BUNIONISM 


On September 21, 1864, Zacharie informed Lincoln that he planned to leave the following 
day to visit “the interior of Pennsylvania” and, perhaps, Ohio. He intended to “impress 
on the minds of [Lincoln’s] friends .. . not to be to[o] sure.”°8 Presumably, Zacharie was 
among the many who felt that Lincoln’s reelection was far from a certainty. Evidently, the 
chiropodist never left New York. Newspapers reported he had been shot in a quarrel with 
his business partner. The violent incident made Zacharie newsworthy, and on Septem- 
ber 24, 1864, this highly critical and humorously sarcastic article concerning Zacharie’s 
influence on President Lincoln appeared in the New York World. 


Doctor (?) Isachar Zacharie, the corn-doctor who was shot on Thursday in a 
quarrel with his partner (the particulars of the fracas were published in our 
columns yesterday), is aman who has enjoyed Mr. Lincoln's confidence perhaps 
more than any other private individual. He has visited the conquered cotton 
districts, armed with autograph letters from the President, by the aid of which 
he obtained special privileges which have inured greatly to his advantage. (These 
speculations are usually on joint account with somebody.) At New Orleans, 
soon after its capture, he was courted, feted, flattered, by high officials, because 
of these autograph missives of Mr. Lincoln. Dr. Zacharie is perhaps the most 
favored family visitor at the White House, and the President has often left his 
business-apartment to spend an evening in the parlor with this favored bun- 
ionist. The following illustration (one of many) may possibly suggest a reason 
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for this remarkable intimacy between an obscure toe-nail trimmer and the 
chief executive of a great nation. About a year ago a Mr. Mordecai and friend, 
from Charleston, were arrested in Washington for having passed through our 
military lines. Mr. Mordecai’s father is the rich Charlestonian who gave ten 
thousand dollars to aid the rebellion when it began—the first gift of any mag- 
nitude to the confederate cause. Dr. Zacharie and Mr. Mordecai were united in 
the golden bonds of friendship. Dr. Zacharie asked of the President the release 
of young Mordecai and it was promptly granted, but his friend (probably not 
having this golden influence) is still confined in a military prison. The evidence 
against both is precisely the same; but the President and the Secretary of War 
have refused the release of Mr. Mordecai’s companion. Do the public interests 
demand such a distinction? Why were not both imprisoned or both released? 
What consideration had Mr. Lincoln (or his son “Bob”) for this favoritism?°? 


8. “WE PROPOSE TO GIVE—NOT TO TAKE” 


Samuel A. Lewis was a prominent Jewish communal leader and political activist in New 
York City. Evidently, Zacharie notified Lewis that “a committee from the Jews” had ap- 
proached the president to solicit funding in support of their efforts to reelect him. Writing 
on October 26, 1864, Lewis vehemently assured Lincoln that these individuals did not 
represent the American Jewish community and had come to Lincoln “against the wish” 
of Lincoln’s Jewish friends. Lewis concludes by categorically insisting that “nothing shall 
be wanting on the part of your friends here towards carrying the Union Cause.” 


New York, Oct 26th 1864 


His Excellency A. Lincoln 


President 
Sir 
Having understood through our friend Dr Zacharie that some parties rep- 
resenting themselves “a committee from the Jews” had called on you to solicit 
contributions, I hasten to inform you that it is entirely against the wish of your 
Jewish friends here to take any money from outside committees or others— 
We propose to give—not to take—I would esteem it a favor should any 
Jewish committees call on you or the Union Committee in Washington, if you 
would send them to me (as Dr Zacharie will be away frequently between now 
and the election) and I will furnish them such amounts as we see can be used 
to advantage— 
Be assured nothing shall be wanting on the part of your friends here to- 
wards carrying the Union Cause, 
I Remain, Sir, 
Very Respectfully 
Your Obdt Servt 
Saml. A. Lewis”? 


64 


“THE MOST FAVORED FAMILY VISITOR” 


9. NO SUCH THING AS A “JEWISH VOTE” 


Myer Samuel Isaacs, a distinguished Jewish communal leader in New York, worked 
closely with his father, Samuel Myer Isaacs (1804-78), in the founding and editing of the 
Jewish Messenger (established 1857) and also on the Board of Delegates of American 
Israelites (1859), the first successful attempt at organizing American Jewry in furtherance 
of the civil and political rights of Jews.”! 

Isaacs was concerned about Isachar Zacharie and Samuel Lewis’s assertion that 
they would be able to secure the support of the Jewish community on behalf of Abraham 
Lincoln’s reelection in 1864. Although he was a Republican and a firm supporter of the 
Union, Isaacs was strenuously opposed to the suggestion that there was a “Jewish vote” 
in America. In his letter to Lincoln, Isaacs noted that most American Jews (in the North) 
were indeed pro-Lincoln and pro-Union, but this support, he explained, derived from 
the fact that Jews were—above all else—“advocates of the cherished principles of liberty 
e justice, and must inevitably support and advocate those who are the exponents of 
such a platform.” 


Private 
“Jewish Messenger” Office 


119 West Houston Street, 
New York, October 26th 1864. 


Your Excellency: 

As a firm and earnest Union-man, I deem it my duty to add a word to 
those that have doubtless been communicated to you from other sources, with 
reference to a recent “visitation” on the part of persons claiming to represent 
the Israelites of New York or the United States and pledging the “Jewish vote” 
to your support, and, I am informed, succeeding in a deception that resulted 
to their pecuniary profit. 

Having peculiar facilities for obtaining information as to the Israelites 
of the United States, from my eight years’ connection with the Jewish paper 
of this city and my position as Secretary of their central organization, the 
“Board of Delegates’—in which capacity I have had the honor heretofore 
of communicating with yourself and the Departments—I feel authorized to 
caution you, sir, against any such representations as those understood to have 
been made. 

There are a large number of faithful Unionists among our prominent 
coreligionists—but there are also supporters of the opposition; and, indeed 
the Israelites are not, as a body, distinctively Union or democratic in their 
politics. In the conduct of our Journal for example, while, from the first firing 
upon our national flag, there has been a steady support of the government in 
its efforts to maintain the integrity of the Union and crush the unhallowed 
rebellion, there has also been a studied persistence in the expression of what is 
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an implicit belief, that the Jews, as a body, have no politics: and while we have 
earnestly counselled & implored attachment to the Union at whatever cost, 
we have refrained from interfering with the private political views of individ- 
ual readers. This is predicated on our direct knowledge of the character and 
opinions of our coreligionists. 

Therefore, sir, am pained and mortified to find that you had been imposed 
upon by irresponsible men, animated, I am sure by mercenary motives; and I 
wish to inform you with all promptitude, that such acts are discountenanced 
and condemned most cordially by the community of American Israelites—As 
an illustration that an influential class of Jewish citizens are warm adherents of 
the administration, you have the fact that a Hebrew will cast for you the vote 
of a New York city congressional district. A single Union meeting this week 
presented these facts: the chairman of the Executive Committee & Committee 
of Arrangements, the gentlemen who presented the resolutions, two principal 
speakers and many prominent persons upon the platform, were Jews.—I refer 
to the German Union Mass Meeting on Monday night. 

It is because I sympathize heart and soul with the action of government 
in using every means to restore the Union and overthrow the machinations 
of those who seek its disruption, that I ara the more regret this attempt to 
deceive you. There is no “Jewish vote”—if there were, it could not be bought. 
As a body of intelligent men, we are advocates of the cherished principles of 
liberty & justice, and must inevitably support and advocate those who are the 
exponents of such a platform—“liberty & Union, now and forever.” 

Pardon the liberty I take in thus trespassing on your attention, but I pray 
that you will attribute it to the sole motive I have, that of undeceiving you and 
assuring you that there is no necessity for “pledging” the Jewish vote which 
does not exist—but at the same time that the majority of Israelite citizens must 
concur in attachment for the Union and a determination to leave no means 
untried to maintain its honor and integrity. 

With the expression of high esteem, I am, sir, 
Yours Most Respectfully, 
Myer S. Isaacs’? 


10. “ABOUT JEWS” 


Historians have wondered why President Lincoln thought to begin his January 25, 1865, 
memorandum to Secretary of War Edwin M. Stanton with the fragment “About Jews.” 
In this memorandum, Lincoln requests that Dr. Zacharie be granted a pass to visit his 
family in Savannah. The note also makes reference to Major Leopold Blumenberg (1827- 
76), a war hero who was “crippled” during the Battle of Antietam and subsequently 
appointed to serve as provost marshal of the Third Maryland District. Evidently, Blu- 
menberg had been summarily dismissed, having been accused of “cruelty in gagging 
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men to make them confess they were deserters.””> Lincoln politely reminds Stanton that 
Blumenberg had “suffered” for the Union and should not be “dismissed in a way that 
disgraces and ruins him without a hearing” just “for being our friend.” 

Why did Lincoln introduce these two matters with the words “About Jews”? Does this 
peculiar opening reveal something about Lincoln’s attitude toward Jews? The passage from 
Naphtali J. Rubinger’s Abraham Lincoln and the Jews explicates some of the interpretative 
difficulties Lincoln’s strange remark engendered.”4 


Executive Mansion 
Jan. 25, 1865 


Hon. Secretary of War, 
My dear Sir, 

About Jews. I wish you would give Dr. Zacharie a pass to go to Savannah, 
remain a week and return, bringing with him, if he wishes, his father and 
sisters or any of them. This will spare me trouble and oblige me—I promised 
him long ago that he should be allowed this whenever Savannah should fall 
into our hands. 

Blumenberg, at Baltimore, I think he should have a hearing. He has suf- 
fered for us and served us well—had the rope around his neck for being our 
friend—raised troops—fought, and been wounded. He should not be dis- 
missed in a way that disgraces and ruins him without a hearing. 

Yours truly, 
A. Lincoln” 


Lincoln’s Strange Remark 


Many have been puzzled as to why Lincoln chose such an odd form of refer- 
ence, “About Jews,” for his opening phrase. Was this an indication that Lincoln 
regarded Jews as a nuisance or that off the record he shared and harbored 
prejudice against them? Korn, in his analysis of this problem, discounts the 
possibility of Lincoln being in any way intolerant. He points out the many 
instances when Lincoln dealt with kindness and justice toward Jews. If there 
was an intent to be conveyed by the phrase “About Jews,” it was intended as a 
rebuff to those who disliked Zacharie, and perhaps Jews in general. Bertram W. 
Korn concludes: 


It is my personal opinion therefore, that when Lincoln wrote “about Jews” 
he was in effect saying to Stanton, who disliked Zacharie (perhaps on ac- 
count of his Jewish origin) and had previously denied him a pass to Sa- 
vannah: “I know there is prejudice against the Jews. I know that there is 
intolerance toward them. Therefore, I label these two men as Jews. I want 
you to know that they are Jews. I anticipate any objection based on their re- 
ligious affiliation. Just because they are Jews I want to be generous to them.” 
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It should be noted, however, that Lincoln repeats this stylistic oddity at the be- 
ginning of the second paragraph of this same letter when he noted, “Blumenberg at 
Baltimore.” Zacharie himself used similar phraseology in one of his letters when he 
wrote: “As regards the Isrelites [sic].” Possibly Lincoln penned this phrase in conjunction 
with a personal memo that may have been marked “About Jews,” and “Blumenberg at 
Baltimore.” In either case it can not be asserted that the phrase reflects any ill feelings 
on the part of Lincoln toward the Jew.” 


11. FREAKS OF LEGISLATION 


On January 14, 1896, the New York Times criticized those who submitted claims to the 
U.S. Congress requesting financial compensation for “questionable” services. The case at 
hand involved none other than Dr. Isachar Zacharie, who had presented a petition to 
Congress requesting payment of $45,000 for the podiatric treatment he provided to “15,000 
men” in the Union army during the course of the Civil War. 

The Committee on War Claims, chaired by former congressman Stephen W. Kellogg 
(1822-1904), was not impressed with Zacharie’s claim. Although the aging chiropodist 
provided letters confirming he had the endorsement and support of Abraham Lincoln, 
William H. Seward, and Edwin Stanton, the committee concluded that “the claimant was 
plying his vocation and voluntarily sought to pursue the same in the lines of the Union 
Army.” Not only had the foot doctor failed to substantiate the validity of his appeal, the 
committee saw no reason to pursue the matter further. The final recommendation was 
to let Dr. Zacharie’s claim “lie upon the table.” 


Washington, Jan. 13.—The document rooms of the Senate and House of Rep- 
resentatives are mines of the most interesting information if one only has the 
patience to delve through the indexes of volume upon volume of the claims 
and bills which have never been reported from the committees. Each Congress 
furnishes examples of “freak bills,” which originate too often with the con- 
stituents of members who introduce them in the hope of recompensing the 
petitioners for the offices they didn’t get. There are other classes of bills which 
are born and presented in a rational manner, but the nature of them and the 
manner in which the committees to which the bills have been referred have 
looked upon them in a jocular light, and the reports which have been submit- 
ted to the House and Senate are written in a vein of keen humor and satire. 
There is, perhaps, no better example of the case ofa doubtful claim handled 
in asummary if amusing manner than that of Issachor Zacharie, a gentleman 
learned in the profession of extracting corns, who plied his trade during the 
war of the rebellion. The petition of Issachor was reported from the Committee 
on War Claims by Mr. [Stephen W.] Kellogg of Connecticut in June, 1874.7” The 
report opens with the statement of Zacharie’s petition; that he was by profession 
a chiropodist, practicing his profession in the City of New-York and elsewhere, 


68 


“THE MOST FAVORED FAMILY VISITOR” 


and that in the year 1862, upon the recommendation of certain Surgeons of 
the United States Army and citizens of the United States, the claimant alleges 
that the following letter was written: 


Executive Mansion 
Washington, D.C., Sept. 23, 1862 


From numerous testimonials of the highest character, and from per- 
sonal experience, we approve the very great success of Dr. I. Zacharie in 
operating upon corns, bunions, and other troubles of the feet, by which 
instantaneous relief is afforded, and we desire that the soldiers of our 
brave army may have the benefit of his surprising skill. 

A. Lincoln 
William H. Seward 


In pursuance of this letter the following order was issued by the Secretary of War: 


War Department 
Washington, D.C., Sept. 24, 1862 


Dr. I. Zacharie has permission to pass within the lines of the United 
States forces around Washington and on the Potomac for the purpose of 
operating upon the feet of the soldiers for corns, bunions, &c. this pass to 
continue for thirty days. 
Edwin M. Stanton 
Continued for sixty days by the order of Gen. Tucker Blake, Assistant 
Secretary of War. 
Signed Nov. 21. 1862. 


It appears that, under the authority conferred by these orders, Zacharie 
proceeded to Fort Monroe and operated upon the feet of numerous soldiers— 
according to his own report, at least 5,000 in number—under command of 
Gen. John A. Dix, with entire satisfaction, according to his own account, to 
the soldiers as well as to Gen. Dix. A letter was submitted by Zacharie to the 
committee purporting to have been written by Gen. Dix, the hero of “Shoot 
him on the spot” memory, but nothing was presented to establish its genu- 
ineness, and the evidence of the soldier whose pedal extremities are alleged to 
have been operated on was not given so that the committee in its consideration 
of the case reported itself as without that light and information necessary to 
make a careful analysis of the evidence which the character of the claim—not 
to mention its peculiarity—entitled it to receive. 

Zacharie also alleged that, under a written recommendation from Presi- 
dent Lincoln to Gen. Banks, then commanding the Department of the Gulf at 
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New- Orleans, La., he proceeded to that city, with his assistant, and for a period 
of nearly ten months remained with the troops and operated upon the suffer- 
ing members of about 6,000 men; that he then returned to Washington, and 
during the remainder of the years 1863-[sic] operated upon the feet of troops 
stationed at or near Washington, Baltimore, and other points, to the number 
of 4,000, making in all a total of 15,000 men. For these services and for other 
valuable services incidentally rendered during his connection with the army, 
the character of which was not stated, Zacharie alleged that he received no 
compensation. He made what he stated to be the very low and modest charge 
of $3 for each man operated upon. As he claimed that he had operated upon 
the feet of 15,000 men, the claim was, therefore, for $45,000. 

The report of the committee is amusing. 

“Primarily,” the report says, “and to commence at the beginning, in order 
to fairly present the facts, it is not even pretended by Zacharie that the corns 
and bunions upon the feet of the soldiers of the Army of the Potomac operated 
upon by him were the results either of active military operations of said army, 
or that the same did not exist at the time of the enlistment of the soldiers who 
were the beneficiaries of the skill of the claimant... . Other commands, as, 
for instance, that of Gen. Sherman in his famous march to the sea, which tra- 
versed the country from the Mississippi River to the Atlantic Ocean, developing 
thereby, without doubt, numerous corns and bunions, were equally entitled 
to have their corns and bunions removed. Aside from the fact that the proof 
to establish the claimant’s statements is wanting, that he did operate upon the 
number of men of the several commands stated for corns and bunions, is the 
important fact that the claimant rendered no account whatever to the proper 
authorities of the several commands as to the disposition of the said corns and 
bunions secured by him, provided the facts are as stated. Such a collection, 
supposing the facts to be as claimed by Zacharie, would be so valuable an 
addition to the Army Medical Museum that in considering this claim your 
committee feels constrained to consider such loss to the museum in the way 
of recoupment or setoff as against the claim set up by Zacharie. 

“The claimant was plying his vocation and voluntarily sought to pursue the 
same in the lines of the Union Army. He obtained from the proper authorities 
the necessary passport, but did not apply to the Quartermaster General—the 
officer charged with furnishing transportation to the troops, and which, if 
furnished, would have doubtless nipped, as it were, thousands of incipient 
corns in the bud—for a contract to do the work alleged by him to have been 
performed. The word corn is derived from the Latin cornu, horn, and is de- 
fined to be a hard, horn-like excrescence of induration of the skin on the toes 
or other part of the feet. The claim partakes somewhat of the character of the 
corn for whose alleged removal compensation is claimed, and the similarity 
is so evident that your committee refrains from comment in that respect. 
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Besides the reasons above set forth, showing why the claimant is not enti- 
tled to compensation for the services alleged by him to have been performed, 
there is the further consideration that, were Congress to admit the justice of 
Zacharie’s claim, it would thereby establish the principle that the Government 
was bound to remove the corns and bunions from the feet of the soldiers of 
its armies during the late war. And then, if soldiers are entitled to relief from 
corns and bunions at Government expense, why not sailors? And if sailors, 
why not civilian employees? And then the soldiers who suffered with corns and 
bunions, and who were not relieved therefrom, would naturally bring claims 
for damage thereby, flooding Congress with the same, and necessitation the 
appointment of a Standing Committee on Corns and Bunions, or the creation 
of a special commission composed of men skilled in chirurgery. Other reasons 
might be given for the rejection of this claim, but those above stated are, in the 
opinion of your committee, sufficient, and the petition is accordingly reported 
back with the recommendation that it do lie upon the table.” So it happened 
that Issachor Zacharie did not get his claim.”8 


Wak 


Lincoln and the Chaplaincy Controversy 


hree significant and highly publicized controversies arose during Lincoln’s pres- 

idency that captured the attention of American Jewry: the so-called chaplaincy 
debate; General Ulysses S. Grant’s infamous order expelling all Jewish citizens from 
the Military Department of Tennessee; and the rise of a political movement that hoped 
to declare the United States a Christian nation by amending the text of the U.S. Con- 
stitution. Arguably, the core of American Jewry’s solemn admiration for Lincoln may 
be traced back to the personal role he played in responding to these three hotly debated 
political issues. Although much has already been written about these important events, 
a brief review of how Lincoln handled these issues from a diplomatic point of view sheds 
light on why so many—even people who did not vote for Lincoln—came to regard the 
sixteenth president as American Jewry’s compatriot and benefactor, an ardent defender 
of “justice and liberality.”! 


After Confederate forces attacked the U.S. military installation at Fort Sumter in South 
Carolina on April 12, 1861, Lincoln called on Congress to raise a volunteer army from 
each state. The ninth section of the proposed “Volunteer Bill” authorized regimental 
commanders to appoint military chaplains for the regiments’ soldiers. However, the 
bill stipulated that all chaplain-appointees must be “regularly ordained minister[s] of 
some Christian denomination.” 

It was Clement L. Vallandigham (1820-71), a man who would soon become one 
of Lincoln’s bitterest congressional opponents, who was among the first to note on the 
floor of the House of Representatives that the bill’s chaplaincy provision effectively 
barred Jewish chaplains from the Union army. On July 12, 1861, in the context of the 
congressional debate on the “Volunteer Bill,” Vallandigham moved an amendment 
that would have replaced the bill’s parochial phraseology (a “minister of some Chris- 
tian denomination”) with more universal terminology: “a member of some religious 
society.” He explained his rationale for amending the bill on the House floor: “There is 
a large body of men in this country, and one growing continually, of the Hebrew faith 
whose rabbis and priests are men of great learning and piety, and whose adherents are 
as good citizens and as true patriots as any in this country.” 

Insisting that the bill was “without constitutional warrant,” Vallandigham proposed 
that the bill be amended so that Jews in the Union army could be served by their own 
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religious leaders. The amendment failed and the bill became law once it passed the House 
of Representatives on July 22, 1861, and the U.S. Senate on August 3, 1861. 

At this same time, the Sixty-Fifth Regiment in the Fifth Pennsylvania Cavalry (a 
regiment that was known as “Cameron Dragoons”) contained a large number of Jewish 
volunteers and was led by a Jewish officer, Colonel Max Friedman (1825-1900). The men 
of this regiment elected one of their fellow enlistees, Michael M. Allen (1830-1907), to 
serve as their chaplain, a decision that made Allen the first Jew to serve in this capacity 
in the U.S. Army. It is likely that Friedman was unaware that the U.S. chaplaincy law 
forbade a Jew from serving as a regimental chaplain. Friedman and his regiment needed 
a chaplain, and Allen was a knowledgeable layman capable of leading worship services. 
Once the regiment elected Allen, he began ministering to his comrades as would any 
military chaplain.* 

Only a month later, in early September 1861, a zealous YMCA worker from Philadel- 
phia realized that Allen was illegally functioning as a chaplain for the entire regiment, 
Jew and non-Jew alike. Once the illegality became public, it was almost a certainty that 
Allen would be dismissed. Before this could occur, though, Allen resigned his post on 
September 23, 1861, on account of poor health. Yet it seems that Colonel Friedman had 
no intention of letting the issue drop. He wanted a Jewish chaplain to minister to his 
mostly Jewish regiment, and if Michael Allen did not fit the bill, Friedman planned to 
find a suitable alternative.5 

Since the Volunteer Bill approved the appointment of “regularly ordained minis- 
ters,” Friedman recognized that he would need to identify a Jewish minister who would 


Aeal-Quarters Cameron Dragoons. 





Colonel Max Friedman, who led a platoon of Jewish soldiers in the Sixty-Fifth Regiment in 
the Fifth Pennsylvania Cavalry, invited Michael M. Allen to serve as military chaplain. 
Courtesy The Jacob Rader Marcus Center of the American Jewish Archives, at the Hebrew Union College-Jewish 


Institute of Religion, Cincinnati, Ohio. 
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The forced resignation of the first 
unofficial Jewish military chap- 
lain, Michael M. Allen, prompted 
American Jewry to appeal directly 
to Lincoln for relief. Courtesy The Jacob 
Rader Marcus Center of the American Jewish 


Archives, at the Hebrew Union College-Jewish 





Institute of Religion, Cincinnati, Ohio. 


be willing to take on the duties of a military chaplain and serve as the trial case that 
would challenge the new law. Most likely, it was Colonel Friedman who first approached 
the Reverend Arnold Fischel (1830-94), a minister and teacher at New York’s highly 
respected Congregation Shearith Israel, and urged him to submit a formal request to 
Secretary of War Simon Cameron for a chaplaincy appointment. There are a number of 
reasons why Friedman considered Fischel a likely prospect for this mission.® 

First, we know that later in life, Friedman became a prominent broker on Wall 
Street in New York. Although Friedman and his family immigrated to Philadelphia from 
Nuremberg when he was a very young boy, it is highly probable that Friedman had heard 
of Fischel even before the chaplaincy incident occurred. Fischel, a Dutch Jew, served as 
a lecturer in the Liverpool Old Hebrew Congregation in England before being engaged 
by New York’s Congregation Shearith Israel in 1856. During his tenure in New York, 
Fischel became a lecturer of some note, and he regularly delivered learned orations to 
large crowds composed of Jews and non-Jews alike. Interestingly, Fischel seems to have 
been planning to leave his post at Shearith Israel even before this controversy arose. It 
appears he was seeking a different occupation that would accommodate his desire to 
spend more time researching, publishing, and lecturing. The prospect of becoming a 
chaplain for the U.S. Army might have arisen at just the right time.’ 

Even before his contract with Shearith Israel elapsed on October 31, 1861, Fischel 
wrote directly to Secretary Cameron on October 17, 1861, soliciting a commission to 
serve as a chaplain in the U.S. Army. Cameron promptly rejected Fischel’s appeal in an 
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apologetic memorandum dated October 23, 1861. The secretary of war explained that on 
account of legal “impediments,” he had no alternative but to decline the Jewish minister’s 
appeal. Were it not for the law, Cameron explained, “the Department would have taken 
your application into its favorable consideration.” The news of this rejection quickly 
spread to every segment of the American Jewish community, sparking widespread out- 
rage over a chaplaincy law that prohibited Jewish religious leaders, particularly a figure 
like Fischel, from serving his country together with Christian ministers.® 

Jewish leaders and Jewish newspapers agitated vociferously, and an onslaught of 
letters, newspaper editorials, and protest petitions signed by both Jews and non-Jews 
demanded that the government amend what Rabbi Isaac M. Wise labeled as “that un- 
constitutional law.”® Wise printed an array of protest letters and complaints in the pages 
of his paper, the Israelite. One of the most passionate of these appeals was penned by 
Jacob P. Solomon of Franklin, Indiana, who accused the Republicans of shamelessly 
pandering to religious abolitionists and suggested that the public vote the party out of 
office as soon as possible: 


If Catholics are allowed their priests and Methodists their preachers, why 
in the name of common sense should our congress prohibit Israelites from 
having a chaplain of their own persuasion to direct the religious services? 
Are the Jews less patriotic than the Methodists or the Presbyterians, the 
fact of there being nearly a regiment of them is sufficient evidence to the 
contrary? ... Why should they be denied privileges which are granted 
to other denominations merely to gratify the bigotry and proselytizing 
proclivities of Abolition preachers? The Jews love this country as well as 
the Christians; the Constitution protects them as every body in their reli- 
gion; but ifthe Republican party will persist in violating the Constitution 
and infringing upon the sacred rights of the people, we can only offer our 
protest against such proceedings and bid the people bide their time until 
the great Democratic party the defenders of the liberties of the people 
shall again control the affairs of government.! 


The public outcry continued to snowball. If Jewish chaplains were barred from the 
field, was this law not tantamount to invalidating Judaism itself? The indignation was 
only exacerbated by the fact that Confederate law did not exclude Jews from serving as 
military chaplains." 

By the end of November 1861, the Board of Delegates of American Israelites 
(BODAID), the first national Jewish civil rights organization in the United States, re- 
solved to assume responsibility for addressing this issue.!? Since Fischel had already 
applied for the post, and in light of Cameron’s written explanation that Fischel would 
have been appointed had U.S. law not restricted the appointment of military chaplains 
to Christian ministers only, the members of the Board of Delegates met and resolved 
that “Jewish ministers should be present in the camps & hospitals to administer con- 
solation to Jewish soldiers” and, also, that the board should send Reverend Fischel to 
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Washington to meet with President Lincoln and plead his case on behalf of the board. 
Fischel would be expected to “report the result” to a subsequent meeting of the Board 
of Delegates “without delay.” 

Only a few months after Michael Allen had been forced to resign his commission, 
Reverend Fischel traveled to the nation’s capital in early December 1861 armed with a 
briefcase full of documents, letters of introduction, and justifications rationalizing the 
need for his appointment. Fischel’s mission may very well have been the first time that 
a national Jewish organization sent one of its representatives to the White House to 
submit an appeal for action on behalf of the American Jewish community. 

Despite being told in advance that the president would not have time to discuss the 
matter, Fischel was determined to meet with Lincoln personally. He managed to procure 
an appointment with Lincoln on December 11. According to Fischel’s own detailed 
reports on this remarkable meeting, once he arrived he was ushered past “hundreds 
of people [who] were anxiously waiting for admission, some of whom told [him] that 
they had been for three days waiting their turn.” Lincoln greeted Fischel cordially, 
spoke to him respectfully, read Fischel’s documentation, and listened carefully to the 
rabbi’s appeal. Then, according to Fischel, Lincoln unequivocally stated that the rabbi’s 
request was entirely proper. Lincoln maintained that “the exclusion of Jewish chaplains 
[was] altogether unintentional on the part of Congress, and [he] agreed that something 
ought to be done to meet this case.” He asked Fischel to give him a chance to sleep on 
the matter and invited the rabbi to return to the White House the following day. “Tf [I] 
have five minutes to spare, [I] will receive you and let [you] know [my] views.”!4 

Evidently, Lincoln did not have time to meet with Fischel the next day, but on 
December 15, 1861, Lincoln sent him the following memorandum in which he made 
known his plan of action: “I find there are several particulars in which the present law 
in regard to chaplains is supposed to be deficient, all which I now design presenting to 
the appropriate Committee of Congress. I shall try to have a new law broad enough to 
cover what is desired by you in behalf of the Israelites.”! 

There is every reason to believe that Lincoln did just as he promised, because the 
legislative process for revising the status quo pertaining to the military chaplaincy be- 
gan immediately. A week after Fischel met with Lincoln, on December 20, 1861, Indiana 
congressman William S. Holman (1822-97) submitted a resolution to the U.S. House 
of Representatives that called on the Committee of Military Affairs to submit a bill to 
the House that would enable regularly ordained ministers “of any religious society” to 
serve as military chaplains." 

Throughout the early months of 1862, Congress debated the text of the revised 
chaplaincy bill. The exact wording of the revision became an extremely important issue 
because some American citizens had expressed strong opposition to any wording that 
would suggest that the Jewish religion had parity with Christianity. Isaac M. Wise pub- 
lished a colorful sampling of this opposition in the pages of the Israelite. “Jews regard 
Jesus of Nazareth as an imposter, a deceiver, and one worthy of every term of reproach,” 
wrote the editor of the Presbyter, a Cincinnati-based Presbyterian newspaper. Should 
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“this bill become a law... [the] government would, in effect, say that one might despise 
and reject the Savior of men, and thus trample under foot the son of God . . . and yet 
be a fit minister of religion.””” 

Despite these objections, it was clear that Congress was working hard to find word- 
ing that would avoid diminishing the prominence of Christian chaplains while open- 
ing the door to chaplains from other religious traditions wishing to serve in a similar 
capacity. In April, however, even before Congress passed a revised version of the law 
that would legalize the commissioning of rabbinical chaplains, the BODAI informed 
Fischel that it could no longer afford to compensate him as promised for his activities in 
Washington. Without a stipend from the Board of Delegates, Fischel had no means of 
livelihood, and he promptly abandoned his lobbying efforts as well as his ministrations 
on behalf of the servicemen. He returned to his native Holland within a few months, 
where he lived out the remainder of his life. Despite his having played a central role in 
the controversy up to this point—including the important role he assumed as a rabbin- 
ical chaplain pro tem in the vicinity of the nation’s capital during the first months of 
1862—Fischel never received the appointment he worked so hard to obtain." 

On July 17, 1862, Congress passed a new law declaring that “no person shall be 
appointed a chaplain in the United States Army that is not a regularly ordained min- 
ister of some religious denomination.” As far as the American Jewish community was 
concerned, Lincoln had made good on his promise, and it was only a matter of time 
before a Jewish religious leader submitted an application for just such an appointment.” 
Yet the wording of the revised legislation also presented the Jewish community with 
a small administrative challenge. Not only was it necessary for a U.S. Army chaplain 
to be “a regularly ordained minister of some religious denomination,” but the new law 
included an additional stipulation: a minister seeking appointment as military chap- 
lain in the U.S. Army had to “present testimonials of his present good standing as such 
minister with a recommendation for his appointment as an army chaplain from some 
authorized ecclesiastical body, with not less than five accredited ministers belonging 
to the said religious denomination.” 

In order to meet this requirement, Reverend Isaac Leeser (1806-68), a prominent 
Philadelphia rabbi, editor of the monthly periodical the Occident and American Jewish 
Advocate, and organizer of the Philadelphia Board of Ministers of the Hebrew Congrega- 
tions, nominated a candidate for chaplain on behalf of the board so as to ensure he was 
meeting the new law’s requirements. On August 21, 1862, Leeser informed Lincoln, in 
his official capacity as secretary, that the Philadelphia Board of Ministers of the Hebrew 
Congregations “deemed highly expedient to have a Jewish chaplain appointed by the 
President of the United States, to be invested with the privileges pertaining to ministers 
of other persuasions holding the same position.”#! 

On September 6, 1862, John Hay, Lincoln’s secretary, informed Leeser that the 
president had considered his request and was resolved to appoint a Jewish chaplain ifthe 
Board of Ministers of the Hebrew Congregations designated a candidate. What Leeser 
and the other members of the board did not know was that on the very day that Lincoln 
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received Leeser’s letter, he took concrete steps to fulfill the request. On August 23, 1862, 
Lincoln directed Hay to send Leeser’s letter to Surgeon General William A. Hammond, 
M.D. (1828-1900), and asked what Hammond thought of the request of the Board of 
Hebrew Ministers. In order to make sure that the surgeon general knew where Lincoln 
stood, however, Hay added an important postscript: “If possible,” Hay wrote Hammond, 
“the President would like this to be done.” On September 5, 1862, Hammond returned 
Leeser’s letter to Lincoln with a written assurance that he considered the board’s request 
to be “both legal and proper.” Having completed the diplomatic groundwork, Lincoln 
then instructed Hay to communicate with Leeser and ask the board to submit a name 
for approval.” 

The Board of Ministers of the Hebrew Congregations wasted no time in nomi- 
nating Reverend Jacob Frankel (1808-87), minister of Philadelphia’s Rodeph Shalom 
Congregation, for the appointment. On September 18, 1862, Lincoln signed Frankel’s 
commission, making him the first American rabbi to serve as a military chaplain for 
the U.S. armed forces. 


On September 18, 1862, a commis- 
sion signed by Lincoln made 
Jacob Frankel the first Ameri- 
can rabbi to serve as a military 
chaplain in the U.S. armed forces. 
Courtesy The Jacob Rader Marcus Center 
of the American Jewish Archives, at the 


Hebrew Union College-Jewish Institute of 





Religion, Cincinnati, Ohio. 
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DOCUMENTS 


1. The Board of Delegates Resolves to Address the Chaplaincy Controversy 
2. The Board of Delegates Adopts Its Plan of Action 

3. The Board of Delegates Petitions Both Chambers of Congress 

4. Rabbi Fischel’s Letters of Recommendation 

5. Lincoln’s Memorandum to Rabbi Fischel 

6. Isaac Leeser Urges Lincoln to Appoint a Jewish Chaplain 

7. The Man Who Led the Fight for the Right to Serve Denied Appointment 


1. THE BOARD OF DELEGATES RESOLVES TO ADDRESS 
THE CHAPLAINCY CONTROVERSY 


Myer S. Isaacs, a New York lawyer, jurist, and Jewish communal leader, was only twenty 
years old when he kept the minutes of the meetings of the Board of Delegates of Amer- 
ican Israelites. He carefully documented the BODAT’s collective opinion that “Jewish 
ministers should be present in the camps & hospitals to administer consolation to 
Jewish soldiers.” 

Founded in New York City in 1859, the BODAI was the first central organization that 
sought to defend the rights of American Jews and, also, to work on behalf of Jews abroad. 
The chaplaincy controversy was one of the first Jewish civil rights issues in America to 
attract the interest of the BODAI. 

The minutes of the BODAI’s November 28, 1861, meeting confirm that the board’s 
leadership had resolved to petition Congress to change the law that required Union military 
chaplains to be bona fide members “of some Christian denomination.” Moreover, delegates 
instructed their president to “enter into communication with Reverend Dr. Fischell”™4 to 
see if he would be interested in helping them address this controversy. 


At a meeting of the Executive committee of the Board of Delegates of American 
Israelites held at 30 West 28th St., Tuesday Evening, November 28th, 5622/1861. 

Present: Henry I. Hart, Esq, President in the chair, Messers B. W. Hart, 
B. Russak, M. Wolfsohn, S. Wilzinski & M. S. Cohen 

The minutes of the last meeting were read and approved. 

The Secretary reported the receipt of $10 from each of the following Con- 
gregations, B’nai Jeshurun” and Beth El of New York, B’nai Jeshurun of New- 
ark, NJ. Report accepted. 

The President called the attention of the Committee to the letter published 
in the N.Y. Tribune from Hon. S. Cameron, Sec’y of War to Rev A. Fischell 
[clipping pasted into minute book]: 
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War Department, October 23, 1861 


Rev. A. Fischel, Rabbi, Jewish Synagogue, No. 5 Carroll place, New York: 
Sir— Your communication of the 17th inst., enclosing a letter from the 
Honorable F[rederick] A. Conkling,”¢ in reference to the Chaplaincy of 
the Cameron Dragoons, has been received. In reply, you are respectfully 
informed that by the 9th section of the Act of Congress approved July 22, 
1861, it is provided that the Chaplains appointed by “the vote of the field 
officers and company commanders must be a regular ordained minister 
of some Christian denomination.” A like provision, also, is made in the 
7th section of the Act of Congress, approved August 3, 1861. Were it not 
for the impediments thus directly created by the provisions of these two 
acts, the Department would have taken your application into its favorable 
consideration. 
I have the honor to be, 
Very respectfully, 
Simon Cameron, 
Secretary of War 


Whereupon it was Moved & Seconded that this Committee shall petition 
Congress to alter the law limiting the appointment of Chaplains to “ordained 
ministers of some Christian denomination.” 

That the framing of the petition be confided to the President & that he is 
hereby authorized, with the Secretary, to sign the same, affix the seal of the 
Board thereto & present it in due form to Congress. 

Carried 

Moved & Seconded that it is desirable that Jewish ministers should be 
present in the camps & hospitals to administer consolation to Jewish soldiers. 

That, with a view of furthering this measure, the President be requested 
to enter into communication with the Rev. Dr. Fischell, & that he report the 
result therefore to this Committee without delay. 

On motion, Adjourned 


Myer S. Isaacs, 


Secretary?’ 


2. THE BOARD OF DELEGATES ADOPTS ITS PLAN OF ACTION 


In the minutes of the BODAI’s December 5, 1861, meeting, we learn that the chaplaincy 
controversy had become a very high priority for the young organization. The man they 
hoped would lead the charge, Rabbi Arnold Fischel, had been invited to this meeting. 
Fischel told the board that he was willing “to proceed to Washington & supervise the 
general welfare of Israelites in the army, if his expenses were paid.” At this same meeting, 
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the BODAI adopted five resolutions that related to the steps it would take to address this 
pressing communal concern. First, the BODAI planned to send Fischel to Washington 
as its spokesman and representative; second, the BODAI voted to adopt “a Memorial” (a 
petition) that would be sent to the U.S. Congress requesting the appointment of Jewish 
chaplains; and third, the BODAI resolved to compose an address “to the Israelites of the 
United States” that would alert them to this issue and engage them in an effort to identify 
“suitable persons as Chaplains” who would be ready to assume duty “should the object of 
memorializing the President be secured.” 


At a special meeting of the Executive Committee of the Board of Delegates of 
American Israelites held on Thursday December sth 1861-5622. 

Present: Henry I. Hart, Esq., President in the Chair, Messers B. W. Hart, 
Ellis Joseph, M. S. Cohen, B. Russak & M. Wolfsohn. 

The minutes of the last meeting were read & approved. 

The President reported having communicated with Dr. Fischell in accor- 
dance with the resolution adopted at last meeting, and that he had asked the 
Dr. to be present this evening. 

Dr. Fischell being called upon, explained the circumstances under which 
the letter of Genl. Cameron dated Oct. 23, reached him, and expressed his will- 
ingness to proceed to Washington & supervise the general welfare of Israelites 
in the army, if his expenses were paid. 

Moved & Seconded that suitable persons be appointed to supervise the 
general spiritual welfare of our coreligionists in the Military Hospitals of the 
United States. 

Carried 


Moved & Seconded that the Rev. Dr. Fischell be invited to proceed to 
Washington, & take charge of the spiritual welfare of our coreligionists in the 
Camps & hospitals attached to the Department of the Potomac. 

Carried 


Moved & Seconded that a committee of Three be appointed, to draw up 
& issue an address to the Israelites of the United States, on the subject con- 
templated in the foregoing resolutions, and that communication be had with 
the Committees of Israelites at the West on the subject of appointing suitable 
persons as Chaplains to the Departments of Kentucky & the West should the 
object of memorializing the President be secured. 
Carried 
Messers B. W. Hart, Wolfsohn, Saroni were appointed Committee on 
Address. 
On motion, resolved that subscriptions in response to the address be re- 
ceived by the President, Vice President & Treasurer of the Board. 
Carried. 
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The President called attention to paragraph 10 of General Orders No. 113 
issued from the Adjutant General’s office of the State of New York, reading 
thus: “The Regimental Chaplain, who must be a regular ordained minister of 
some Christian denomination, shall be appointed, &c.” 

On motion, the Secretary was instructed to prepare a suitable remon- 
strance & address the same to Gov. Morgan of N.Y. 

On motion, Adjourned. 
Myer S. Isaacs, 


Secretary”® 


3. THE BOARD OF DELEGATES PETITIONS BOTH CHAMBERS OF CONGRESS 


On December 6, 1861, the BODAI prepared a beautiful “Memorial,” penned with a fair 
hand, addressed to the Senate and the House of Representatives. Presumably, Rabbi Fischel 
would carry this “Memorial” to the nation’s capital. The tone of the remonstrance was 
firm. The document emphasized that the congressional act concerning military chaplains 
excluded from “the Office of Chaplain in the service of the United States ‘regular ordained 
ministers’ of the Jewish faith.” The writers insisted that the current law was “prejudicial 
discrimination against a particular class of citizens, on account of their religious belief.” 
Moreover, the law established a “religious test,” which manifestly contravened the protec- 
tions afforded the nation’s citizens by the Constitution of the United States. 

The “Memorial” concluded by insisting that the congressional acts relating to military 
chaplains be amended “so that there shall be no discrimination as against professors of 
the Jewish faith.” 


To the Honorable, the Senate and House of Representatives of the United States of 
America 

The Subscribers, your memorialists respectfully show: 

That they are the President and Secretary of the “Board of Delegates of 
American Israelites”: and that they are duly empowered to submit to your 
honorable body the facts herein set forth, and to crave, at your hands, that 
attention to the subject which its importance to American citizens professing 
the Jewish religion, demands— 

Your Memorialists respectfully show: 

That by the 9th section of the Act of Congress, approved July 22, 1861, and 
the 7th section of the Act of Congress approved August 3, 1861, it is provided 
that “the Chaplain appointed by the vote of the field officers and company 
commanders, must be a regular ordained minister of some Christian denomi- 
nation,” and, that, as appears by the following letter from the War Department 
to which your Memorialists beg leave to refer the said sections have been in- 
terpreted to exclude from the Office of Chaplain in the service of the United 
States “regular ordained ministers” of the Jewish faith. 
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War Department, October 23, 1861 


Rev. A. Fischel, Rabbi, Jewish Synagogue, New York 
Sir, Your communication of the 17th inst.... has been received. In 
reply, you are respectfully informed that by the 9th section of the Act 
of Congress approved July 22, 1861, it is provided that the Chaplains 
appointed by “the vote of the field officers and company commanders 
must be a regular ordained minister of some Christian denomination.” 
A like provision, also, is made in the 7th section of the Act of Congress, 
approved August 3, 1861. Were it not for the impediments thus directly 
created by the provisions of these two acts, the Department would have 
taken your application into its favorable consideration. 
I have the honor to be, 
Very respectfully, 
Simon Cameron, 
Secretary of War 


Your Memorialists respectfully submit that the body of citizens of the 
United States whom your memorialists represent, numbering not less than 
two hundred thousand, are unexcelled by any other class of citizens in loyalty 
and devotion to the Union, that thousands of them have volunteered into the 
Army of the United States, and are, by the provisions of the acts hereinbefore 
mentioned excluded from the advantages of spiritual advice and consolation 
provided by Congress for their fellow Citizens professing Christianity. 

That the said Acts are oppressive inasmuch as they establish a prejudicial 
discrimination against a particular class of citizens, on account of their reli- 
gious belief, and further— 

That the said Acts inasmuch as they establish a religious test as a qualifi- 
cation for an office under the United States, are manifestly in contravention of 
Section 3, Article VI of the Constitution and Article I of Amendments thereto. 

Your Memorialists, therefore respectfully pray that your honorable body 
will take this, their memorial into favorable consideration, and that you will in 
your wisdom, cause the Acts of Congress approved July 22nd and August 3rd 
1861, respectively to be formally amended, so that there shall be no discrim- 
ination as against professors of the Jewish faith, in the several laws affecting 
the appointment of Chaplains in the service of the United States. 

And your memorialists will ever pray. 

Henry I. Hart 
President 
Myer S. Isaacs 
Secretary”? 
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In 1861 the Board of Delegates of 
American Israelites sent Arnold 
Fischel to meet with Lincoln and 

| solicit his support for the appoint- 
ment of Jewish military chaplains. 
Courtesy American Jewish Historical 


Society, New York, N.Y., and Newton 





Centre, Mass. 


4. RABBI FISCHEL’S LETTERS OF RECOMMENDATION 


Rabbi Arnold Fischel departed from New York for the nation’s capital on Monday, De- 
cember 9, 1861. Since he was determined to bring this matter to the personal attention 
of President Lincoln, Fischel came to Washington armed with letters of introduction 
and reference. One of these letters was written by E. Delafield Smith (1826-78),*° a man 
whom Lincoln had only recently appointed to serve as the U.S. district attorney for 
New York. Smith assured the president that the “Rev. Dr. A. Fischel” was the official 
representative of the Board of Delegates of American Israelites and a “gentleman of 
great worth and intelligence.” In addition to his kind words about Fischel’s character, 
Smith also volunteered his own sympathetic opinion on American Jewry. The Jews, he 
wrote, have “evinced loyalty to the Government and, I need not say, [are] entitled to at 
least a hearing on this subject.” 

Moses Hicks Grinnell (1803-77) also composed a letter of reference for Fischel. 
Grinnell, a former U.S. congressman and a member of New York City’s political elite, 
first met Lincoln personally when the president-elect stopped in New York on his way 
to Washington, D.C., in February 1860. A politically influential figure, Grinnell subse- 
quently wrote a number of letters to Lincoln. 


84 


LINCOLN AND THE CHAPLAINCY CONTROVERSY 


U.S. District Attorneys Office, 
New York, December 9th, 1861 


His Excellency, 
Abraham Lincoln, 


President of the United States, 
Sir: 

Mindful of the constant pressure upon your strength, I have refrained from 
obtruding letters of introduction upon you. I depart from this course now, to 
introduce to you the Rev. Dr. A. Fischel, who had been appointed by the Board 
of Delegates of The Israelites of the United States to urge the modification of 
the laws in relation to Chaplains, so far as they effect the practical, though I 
doubt not unintended, exclusion of clergymen of the Jewish faith from acting 
in that capacity even in regiments composed of persons of that religion. 

The class of our citizens has evinced loyalty to the Government and, I need 
not say, is entitled to at least a hearing on this subject. 

Doctor Fischel is a gentleman of great worth and intelligence, connected 
with the Jewish Synagogue in 19th Street, in this City. The congregation wor- 
shipping there is the oldest and wealthiest in this Country, as I am informed. 

Hoping that a brief interview with Doctor Fischel may be agreeable to you 
and useful, 

Iam, 

Honored Sir, 
With great respect and regard, 
Your faithful servant, 
E. Delafield Smith 
U.S. Dist. Atty! 
New York, Dec. 10, 1861 
To Prst. Lincoln, 

Sir, permit me to present to you Rev. Dr. Fischell of this city who visits 
Washington as a delegate from the Board of Delegates of American Israelites, 
having been selected as chaplain to the Jews of the army around Washington 
estimated at about 8000. Dr. Fischell is of high literary abilities and greatly 
esteemed by distinguished men of all religious denominations. Believe me, etc. 

M. A. Grinnell* 


5. LINCOLN’S MEMORANDUM TO RABBI FISCHEL 


Despite reports to the contrary, President Lincoln agreed to see Rabbi Fischel on De- 
cember 11, 1861. From Fischel’s perspective, the meeting went quite well. Lincoln even 
asked him to return the next day to discuss the matter further. Much to Fischel’s disap- 
pointment, Lincoln was unable to meet with him the next day, though the overall tenor 
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of the meeting sustained Fischel’s hope that Lincoln would, at the very least, agree to ask 
Congress to modify the law so that Jewish ministers would be able to become chaplains. 

On December 15, 1861, Rabbi Fischel received a short but gratifying letter from Abra- 
ham Lincoln. He sat down on the spot and penned a buoyant letter to Henry I. Hart 
(1816-63), president of the BODAI.* Fischel wanted Hart and the rest of the BODAI 
to read Lincoln’s words for themselves, so he quoted the entire text of Lincoln’s let- 
ter verbatim. Had the rabbi not done so, we might never have been able to document 
Lincoln’s personal involvement in the controversy, since the original of Lincoln’s note 
appears to have been lost.*4 

“I think we may congratulate ourselves,” Fischel effused in his letter to Hart, “on 
having gained an important front in our cause.” Lincoln told Fischel that he would do 
more than submit a recommendation to Congress supporting a modification of the cur- 
rent law; the president informed the rabbi that he would actually submit to Congress 
“a new law broad enough to cover what is desired by you in behalf of the Israelites.” 

Lincoln kept his word. Five months later, Congress passed new legislation that would 
enable ministers of the Jewish faith to serve as chaplains in the U.S. military. 


332 Pennsylvania Ave. 
Washington, Dec. 15, 1861 


My dear Sir, 
Yr letter of the 13th inst. has reached me, and its contents will be acted upon. 
I think we may congratulate ourselves on having gained an important front 
in our cause. As you will have learned from my letter of the 13th inst. the Presi- 
dent has resolved to lay my case before the Cabinet, and accordingly I recd 
on Friday evening the following letter, from which you will perceive that the 
President has decided not only to recommend to Congress the modification 
of the law but actually to submit to them a bill which will embrace in general 
terms all religious denominations: 


[Copy of the president's letter] 
Executive Mansion Dec. 15, 1861 


Rev. Dr. A. Fischel 
My dear sir 
I find there are several particulars in which the present law in 
regard to chaplains is supposed to be deficient, all which I now design 
presenting to the appropriate Committee of Congress. I shall try to 
have a new law broad enough to cover what is desired by you in behalf 
of the Israelites. 
Yours truly, 
(signed) A. Lincoln 
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Having fully studied the subject, I was prepared to affirm that this is by far 
the most important step the Pres’t could have taken. Had he appointed me 
under some fictitious title, to evade the act of Congress and merely to pacify 
the demands of the Jews, it would have been very advantageous to myself, 
but the Jewish community would have gained nothing by it, since they 
wlould]d be actually excluded by law and only admitted by the back door. 
The great principle the Jews have to contend for is, that the Constitution 
takes no cognizance of religious sects and that consequently we do not want 
special legislation for the Jews, as is the case in England, but all legislation 
must be general for all American citizens without any regard to their faith. 
Now this is precisely what we need for in undertaking to submit to Congress 
a bill based on general principles, he virtually throws his entire influence 

in our favor and with more force than by merely sending a special message 
on the subject to Congress. The course I shall have to pursue is now self 
evident. The Committee on Military Affairs will have charge of that bill, and 
I will make it my business to see its members with the object of forcing on 
their attention our claims, as well as examining the details in so far as they 
relate to the religious opinions of the chaplains. As soon as the bill is printed 
I will send you a copy, and if the Committee report the same favorably to the 
House, it is sure to pass. Some weeks may elapse before this bill will come 
before them, and you will, therefore, see the propriety of my abstaining 
from bringing the matter before Congress, as such a process is sure to injure 
rather than benefit the cause. 

This now is in the best hands, and everything will be done on my part that 
is likely to promote its success. As You will probably not hear from me again 
till next week, unless something of importance is to be communicated. I shall 
pass all my time this week in the camps and hospitals. ... Whenever you have 
any suggestions to make, please write me. 

Very respectfully yrs, 
A. Fischel 


Henry I. Hart, Esq.* 


6. ISAAC LEESER URGES LINCOLN TO APPOINT A JEWISH CHAPLAIN 


On July 17, 1862, Congress passed a law that authorized the Jewish ministers to serve as 
military chaplains in the armed forces. Now the president needed to make the first chap- 
laincy appointment. Rabbi Isaac Leeser, one of the most distinguished rabbinic figures of 
the period, was serving as secretary of the Board of Ministers of the Hebrew Congregations 
of Philadelphia when he urged President Lincoln to “speedily comply” with the Board of 
Ministers’ petition that he approve the appointment of a Jewish chaplain to serve soldiers 
in military hospitals in and near Philadelphia. 
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Isaac Leeser of Philadelphia was one of 
the most significant rabbinical personali- 
ties of the nineteenth century. Courtesy The 





Jacob Rader Marcus Center of the American Jewish 
Archives, at the Hebrew Union College-Jewish 


Institute of Religion, Cincinnati, Ohio. 


In his letter to the president dated August 21, 1862, Leeser stressed his belief that 


there was now a moral necessity for Lincoln to take swift action on this matter. Lincoln 
“recognized the propriety of [Leeser’s] suggestion,”°° and on September 18, 1862, Rabbi 
Jacob Frankel of Congregation Rodeph Shalom in Philadelphia became the first Jewish 
clergyman in the history of the United States to serve as a military chaplain. 
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To the Hon. Abraham Lincoln 


President of the United States of America 
Sir 

By order of the Board of Ministers of the Hebrew Congregations of Phil- 
adelphia, I take the liberty, as their secretary of addressing you briefly on a 
subject of great importance to us as a religious body. 

Many Israelites are serving in the army of the United States, and this city 
and vicinity being the locality where numerous hospitals for the sick and 
wounded soldiers have been established, it is to be expected that not a few 
persons of our persuasion will be brought hither in a condition to require 
spiritual no less than bodily care. In fact two at least of our persuasion have 
already died in the hospitals, one of these had his religious affinities not made 
known to us till after he had been already buried without an Israelite being 
present. From the steps taken by us it is not probable that another Israelite 
will die under similar circumstances without some one of his fellow believers 
being made cognizant of his case. 

Nevertheless it has at our last meeting been deemed highly expedient to 
have a Jewish chaplain appointed by the President of the United States, to be 
invested with the privileges pertaining to ministers of other persuasions hold- 
ing the same position. The act of the last session of Congress having given you 
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full authority to delegate to Israelites this office of mercy, we trust that you will 
speedily comply with our request. 

The object of this being merely a preliminary step, to bring the matter 
under your notice, it is useless to enlarge, especially as we are well aware that 
your time is greatly occupied by public concerns of the gravest importance. 
Still our request is one which should of right receive the kind attention of the 
chief magistrate of the Union, mainly because the moral effect of the compli- 
ance with our request cannot fail of being manifest to yourself. 

If an appointment is made, it is suggested that the district for the operation 
of the chaplain might conveniently include York, Harrisburg, Chester and 
other towns not at too great a distance, where U.S. hospitals are or may be 
established. 

Please to command my services in whatever way I could convey such infor- 
mation as may be needed by you. 

For our trustworthiness, as our board are strangers to you, we may refer to 
Messrs Biddle, Lehman & Kelly members of the House of Representatives of 
this city. 

Respectfully your obt. sevt. 

Isaac Leeser 

minister Franklin St. Synagogue 

and secry. Board of Heb. mins. of Phila. 
Philadelphia 

1229 Walnut St 

August 21st 186277 


7. THE MAN WHO LED THE FIGHT FOR THE RIGHT TO SERVE DENIED APPOINTMENT 


Although Jacob Frankel had been appointed to care for Jewish soldiers in the vicinity of 
Philadelphia, this did not alleviate the need for Jewish chaplains elsewhere. On October 6, 
1862, the president of the BODAI, Henry I. Hart, asked Lincoln to appoint Dr. Arnold 
Fischel a military chaplain so he could tend to the needs of Jewish soldiers in hospitals in 
and around Washington. 

In this case, the surgeon general's office surveyed the military hospitals in the Wash- 
ington area and, allegedly finding only seven Jewish patients, rejected Hart’s request. 
Evidently, the man who, as one historian noted, “won for American Jewry the first major 
victory of a specifically Jewish nature . . . in a matter touching the Federal government” 
never himself received a commission and never served as a military chaplain.** 
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New York, Tishri 12th 5623 
October 6th 1862 
Sir, 

May we not once again call your Excellency’s attention to the necessities of 
the Jewish volunteers? We know your time is fully occupied with the engross- 
ing cares of state, but feel sure you will require no apology for bringing once 
more to your notice the case of our coreligionists who, expending their life's 
blood in the noble cause of country, are still, when racked by pain and suffer- 
ing, debarred the privilege of the ministrations of spiritual advisers of their 
faith. They are sick and dying in the hospitals—hundreds of them. We beg of 
you to relieve them. 

Congress has empowered you to designate regularly ordained ministers 
of various religious denominations as chaplains to the army hospitals. In the 
vicinity of Washington City, we are informed that the 48 hospitals contain 
nearly 20,000 patients; among them are a fair proportion of Jewish soldiers. 
May we not earnestly solicit you to confer on the Rev. Dr. Arnold Fischel, a 
capable & respected minister of our faith, duly ordained, whose testimonial 
as required by law, was duly forwarded to your Excellency in August last,—or 
on some other suitable person the appointment of Chaplain to the hospitals 
in and around Washington, so that the pain of our suffering brethren may be 
assuaged and their mental agony soothed? 

We do not address you in the capacity of seekers after office; but, in the 
name of humanity and of our Country which Israelites love as dearly as their 
fellow citizens, ask your speedy compliance with our request. 

Fervently trusting that peace and unity may soon be restored to our land, 
and that you may long be spared to preside over its destinies, I beg to sub- 
scribe myself, in behalf of the Executive Committee of this Board, and await- 
ing your Excellency’s reply, 

Your Obedient Servant 
Henry I. Hart 
President 

office, 369 Broad Way, 
Myer S. Isaacs. 
Secretary? 


4 
Lincoln and the Revocation of General Orders No. 11 


ess than three months after Reverend Jacob Frankel’s appointment brought the chap- 

laincy controversy to a satisfactory conclusion for the American Jewish community, 
and just two days after President Lincoln signed the Emancipation Proclamation, Lincoln 
adjudicated the most notorious anti-Jewish act in American history. This extraordinary 
event, known as Grant’s “General Orders No. 11,” resulted in the first and only time in 
the nation’s history that Jews, “as a class,” were expelled from American territory.! 

On December 17, 1862, General Ulysses S. Grant telegraphed the following order 
throughout the Military Department under his command: 


The Jews, as a class, violating every regulation of trade established by the 
Treasury Department and also department orders, are hereby expelled from 
the department within twenty-four hours from the receipt of this order. 

Post commanders will see that all of this class of people be furnished 
passes and required to leave, and anyone returning after such notification will 
be arrested and held in confinement until an opportunity occurs of sending 
them out as prisoners, unless furnished with permit from headquarters. No 
passes will be given these people to visit headquarters for purpose of making 
personal application for trade permits. 

—By the order of Maj. Gen. U. S. Grant: Jno [John] 
A[aron] Rawlins, Assistant Adjunct General? 


This order authorized regional commanders to expel all Jewish citizens—men, 
women, and children—living in the newly created Military Department of the Missis- 
sippi, which included the states of Kentucky and Tennessee and parts of Alabama and 
Mississippi. Understandably, the order has been called “the most sweeping anti-Jewish 
regulation in all American history.” 

During the months leading up to the infamous edict’s promulgation, Grant had 
been particularly vexed by the problem of “unprincipled traders” who traveled into the 
occupied South, both with and without authorized permits, to conduct commercial 
activity. Many of these profiteers tried to make some fast cash by gathering up cotton 
crops and other commercial goods from vanquished southerners and then transport- 
ing the goods into the Union. By the fall of 1862, illicit trading activities had become a 
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Ulysses S. Grant, half-length 
portrait, standing, facing slightly 
right, wearing uniform, circa 
1865. The implementation of 
Grant’s General Orders No. 11 
constituted the only time in 
history that Jews, as a class, 

were banished from American 
territory. Courtesy Library of Congress 
Prints and Photographs Division, Wash- 





ington, D.C. 


serious problem. “Bribery and corruption” were rife, and the demoralizing profiteering 
was so widespread that Lincoln himself complained that “the army itself is diverted 
from fighting the rebels to speculating in cotton.” 

Itis not difficult to understand why Grant associated this activity with Jews. First, it 
is a fact that many, though certainly not all, of those involved in this kind of commercial 
trading were Jewish. Peddling and trading was a popular livelihood among the Jewish 
immigrants who had settled in the states of the Old Northwest Territory. The actual 
number of Jewish tradesmen doing this kind of work was made to appear even larger 
because of the popular tendency to stereotype the Jew. During this era, the term “Jew” 
was often unthinkingly used as an epithet to describe anyone—Jew or non-Jew—who 
behaved in a shrewd, ambitious, and in some instances dishonorable fashion. These 
factors caused many in the North to stereotype Jewish peddlers and entrepreneurs 
in the region as being profiteers. Yet Grant’s decision to punish Jews as a class—men, 
women, and children—when he issued his infamously bigoted edict remains to this day 
a truly incomprehensible ruling.® 

Historians have proffered an array of hypotheses in an attempt to explain Grant’s 
confounding decision to expel Jews “as a class” from the military department in such 
an indiscriminate manner. Some have asserted that Grant’s superiors in Washington 
directed him to issue the order and then, after the tidal wave of resentment hit, told 
Grant to abandon the idea and let the longsuffering general take the heat for the de- 
cision. Others have suggested that Grant was acceding to the will of his own military 
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Petersburg, Va., sutler’s tent, Second Division, Ninth Corps, November 1864. Civil War sutlers 
traveled with the armies and sold the soldiers clothing, food, dry goods, and other necessities. 
Courtesy Library of Congress Prints and Photographs Division, Washington, D.C. 


personnel. Many of the officers in the U.S. Army had been collaborating with profiteers 
in order to fatten their own wallets. Ifan unscrupulous trader was unable to procure a 
legitimate trading permit, he would try to serve as the agent/representative for an army 
officer who was authorized to grant him permission to travel into southern territory 
for commercial purposes. Many officers were eager to collaborate with these ambitious 
traders and sutlers so they could earn a cut of the profits. It has been argued that a 
number of these officers wanted to eliminate Jewish competition in the hope of gaining 
more direct control over the enterprise. Therefore, they urged their general to give the 
Jewish competition the boot.® 

Another explanation ascribes Grant’s decision to an act of displaced anger. Only a 
short time prior to the issuance of General Orders No. 11, Jesse R. Grant (1794-1873), the 
general’s father, arrived at his son’s Mississippi headquarters with three Jewish business 
partners in tow: Harman, Henry, and Simon Mack of Cincinnati, Ohio. Jesse and his 
partners approached Grant in an attempt “to procure a permit for them to purchase 
cotton” in the South and transport it back to the Union for a profitable sale. As one 
historian summarized, Grant was furious but could not bring himself to punish his own 
flesh and blood, so he “expelled the Jews rather than his father.” A fourth consideration 
may have contributed, in some measure, to any of the aforementioned explanations: 
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Grant’s well-documented drinking habit may very well have left his mind cloudy on 
an occasion or two, making him particularly irritable and impulsive. No matter what 
the actual cause may have been, it is unmistakably clear on the basis of Grant’s own 
dispatches that Grant himself had concluded that the most efficacious way for him 
to address the vexing problem of illicit trading practices would be to expel all Jewish 
tradesmen from his department so as to keep them from traveling to the South. This 
ambition ultimately led him to issue his condemnable order.’ 

By November 1862, it was clear that Grant had had his fill of illegal traders and 
sutlers—and the Jewish ones had become a particular annoyance. In a dispatch dated 
November 9, Grant canceled all trading permits for the South and added an additional 
injunction: “The Israelites especially should be kept out.” The next day Grant issued a 
similar order, which again singled out the Jews for special treatment: “No Jews are to be 
permitted to travel on the railroad southward from any point. They may go north and 
be encouraged in it; but they are such an intolerable nuisance that the department must 
be purged of them” (emphasis added). On the very day that Grant promulgated General 
Orders No. 11, he discussed his decision in a communication to Assistant Secretary of 
War Christopher Parsons Wolcott (1820-63): 


I have long since believed that in spite of all the vigilance that can be 
infused into post commanders, the spice regulations of the Treasury Depart- 
ment have been violated, and that mostly by Jews and other unprincipled 
traders. So well satisfied have I been of this that I instructed the commanding 
officer at Columbus to refuse all permits to Jews to come South, and I have 
frequently had them expelled from the department, but they come in with 
their carpet-sacks in spite of all that can be done to prevent it. The Jews seem 
to be a privileged class that can travel everywhere. They will land any wood- 
yard on the river and make their way through the country. If not permitted 
to buy cotton themselves they will act as agents for some one else, who will 
be at military post with a Treasury permit to receive cotton and pay for it 
in Treasury notes which the Jew will buy up at an agreed rate, paying gold. 
There is but one way that I know of to reach this case; that is, for Government 
to buy all the cotton at a fixed rate and sent it to Cairo, Saint Louis, or some 
other point to be sold. Then all traders (they are a curse to the army) might be 
expelled. 

U.S. Grant, Major-General® 


Was Grant’s decision an outgrowth of a fundamentally anti-Jewish disposition? 
It is impossible to say with certainty. He and his supporters firmly denied the accusa- 
tion. General Orders No. u1, Grant later insisted, was a misguided effort on his part to 
address a demoralizing problem of greedy and unpatriotic traders. Years later, during 
the presidential campaign in 1868, Grant—who tenaciously refused to discuss General 
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Orders No. 11 publicly—did confess, in private correspondence, that the entire affair 
was due to the fact that he had acted much too carelessly and precipitously: 


The order was issued and sent without any reflection and without think- 
ing of the Jews as a sect or race to themselves, but simply as persons who 
had successfully (I say successfully instead of persistently because there 
were plenty of others within my lines who envied their success) violated 
an order, which greatly inured to the help of the rebels... . I have no 
prejudice against sect or race, but want each individual to be judged by 
his own merit. Order No. 11 does not sustain this statement, I admit, but 
then I do not sustain that order. It never would have been issued if it had 
not been telegraphed the moment it was penned, and without reflection.® 
(emphasis added) 


Fortunately for the Jews, surprise military attacks were disrupting communications 
between Grant’s headquarters and his military commanders, which caused the order, 
promulgated by telegram, not to reach many of the command posts in a timely fashion. 
Some of the commanders who did receive the order telegrammed headquarters for 
additional clarifications: did the general mean for them to expel all Jewish merchants 
and sutlers who provided goods to the soldiers? The order had been revoked by the time 
headquarters had a chance to consider these queries. It is also interesting to note that 
Isaac M. Wise contended in his newspaper, the Israelite, that General Jeremiah Cutler 
Sullivan (1830-90) actually refused to carry out the order. Nevertheless, General Orders 
No. 11 was carried out by some and primarily took effect in two particular regions of 
Grant’s department: northern Mississippi and Paducah, Kentucky.” 

Northern Mississippi is where Grant was headquartered, and this fact may explain 
why subordinates in this particular region wasted no time in identifying Jews in the 
territory and deporting them. Distressing reports to this effect soon began to circulate. 
Rabbi Wise provided his readers with an alarming exposé on the expulsion of Jews 
from Holly Springs and Oxford, Mississippi, in the Israelite, and in New York, Reverend 
Samuel M. Isaacs’s Jewish Messenger carried similar stories. Later in the month, after 
the order had already been rescinded, hair-raising stories about the mistreatment of 
Jews in these two cities continued to circulate." 

It was in Paducah, Kentucky, however, where the most sensational developments 
occurred. Captain L. J. Waddell, provost marshal in Paducah, received Grant’s edict 
and acted on it with alacrity. He notified the entire Jewish community—store owners, 
businessmen, families, law-abiding citizens all—that they had twenty-four hours to 
leave Paducah. One historian has emphasized that Paducah had been well primed for 
such bigotry because the then-bustling community had been suffering from rampant 
political and economic strife, which heightened anti-Jewish fervor in the region. In other 
words, Waddell and some other local officials were inclined to act promptly because 
Paducah had become fertile soil for “cupidity, suspicion, and fear.” 
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By the end of the month, the Jews of Paducah—save two ill women—had left on 
steamships that headed up the Ohio River toward Cincinnati. Although these hapless 
Jews must have been profoundly stunned by these catastrophic and fast-paced develop- 
ments, there was one member of the community, Cesar J. Kaskel, who was determined 
to fight back against the odious order. Kaskel’s indignation carried him to Washington, 
D.C., where he would have a remarkable personal meeting with Abraham Lincoln in 
the White House.¥ 

Thirty-year-old Cesar J. Kaskel (1833-92) and his younger brother, Julius W. Kaskel 
(1837-1909), the most prominent Jewish activists involved in this upsetting incident, 
were immigrants from Wiesbaden, Prussia. Very little is known about their lives aside 
from the courageous role they played in advocating for the revocation of General 
Orders No. 11. They apparently immigrated to the United States in the early 1850s and 
settled in the Middle West. Julius lived in Burlington, Iowa, in the late 1850s, and he 
was listed as one of the city’s “clothiers and tailors” in Des Moines’s 1859 City Directory. 
On April 23, 1861, Julius enlisted as a volunteer in the First Iowa Infantry, though he 
was mustered out a few months later. By the end of 1861, he and Cesar were living in 
Paducah, Kentucky, where they had opened a clothing business. Some time shortly after 
the revocation of General Orders No. 11, the Kaskels relocated to New York City, where 
they opened a haberdashery and lived out the rest of their lives. Historical evidence 
suggests the two men were also adventurous entrepreneurs. They owned property and 
had business dealings in Leadville, Colorado, at the height of that city’s economic boom 
in the early 1880s. Although they returned to Germany for a visit now and then, they 
remained residents of New York City, making a respectable living and participating 
in communal affairs. 

It was their response to General Orders No. 11, however, that has earned the Kaskels 
a place of honor in the annals of American Jewish history. Evidently, as soon as news of 
Grant’s order arrived in Paducah, the Kaskel brothers, together with two other Jewish 
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merchants, the Wolff brothers, organized a meeting in Paducah to map out a response 
to the troubling edict. A written record of these activities, which Julius Kaskel evidently 
preserved, provides us with much of what we currently know about Cesar Kaskel’s 
astounding activities.! 

The very first response to Grant’s order came in the form of a telegram written by the 
Kaskel brothers and sent directly to President Lincoln. In the telegram, the Kaskels ask 
Lincoln for an “immediate interposition.” The text of this remarkable communication, 
preserved in the Official Records of the Union and Confederate Armies, is a testament 
both to the moral courage of these immigrant writers and to their fervent faith in the 
promise of the U.S. Constitution. 

The telegram informed Lincoln that many “good and loyal citizens of the United 
States,” who were longtime residents of Paducah and honorable merchants, had been 
unjustly expelled from their community. These Jewish citizens felt “greatly insulted and 
outraged” by Grant’s “inhuman order,” which constituted “the grossest violation of the 
Constitution and our rights as good citizens under it.” Unless this edict was promptly 
overturned, the telegram reasoned, then innocent, law-abiding Jewish citizens would 
be seen as “outlaws before the whole world.” 

Evidently, the Kaskels and their compatriots did not want to rely solely on the tele- 
gram. This was a wise decision, since it seems that Lincoln showed the telegram to his 
general-in-chief, Henry W. Halleck (1815-72), who told the president he had never heard 
of this order and could not believe that Grant would have done such a thing.”” In order 
to ensure that Lincoln was fully informed of the entire story, Cesar Kaskel decided to 
go to the nation’s capital and seek an audience with the president. He left Paducah by 
a steamer, which stopped in Cairo, Illinois, where he conveyed a “full account of the 
affair,” in writing, to an Associated Press correspondent who began to disseminate news 
of the incident. From Cairo, Kaskel traveled to Cincinnati, where he procured letters of 
introduction from Rabbi Isaac Wise, Rabbi Max Lilienthal (1815-82), and Daniel Wolf 
(ca. 1819-1904), a political activist and prominent Cincinnati merchant.'8 

On Saturday, January 3, 1863, seventeen days after Grant issued General Orders 
No. 11 and two days after Lincoln signed the Emancipation Proclamation, Kaskel arrived 
in Washington, D.C. He immediately made contact with Ohio congressman John A. 
Gurley (1813-63), a former clergyman and newspaper publisher from Cincinnati, who 
knew both Rabbis Wise and Lilienthal. Without the help of a loyal Republican and 
Lincoln partisan like Gurley, it is unlikely that Kaskel, a man who heretofore had no 
political contacts, would have succeeded in procuring an emergency meeting with 
Lincoln at the White House.! 

Gurley and Kaskel arrived at the White House as the sun was setting on the evening 
of January 3.7° They apologized for appearing without an appointment but explained 
that they had come to discuss a matter of some urgency with the president. The two men 
were told to wait. Soon the president sent word that he would meet with them, noting 
he was “always glad to see his friends.” Although no documentation of Kaskel’s meeting 
with President Lincoln has survived, secondhand accounts have appeared in numerous 


97 


LINCOLN AND THE REVOCATION OF GENERAL ORDERS NO. 11 


sources. Kaskel showed the president a copy of his expulsion orders and described the 
occurrences that had brought him to Washington. The extraordinary exchange that 
is said to have then occurred between Lincoln and Kaskel constitutes one of the most 
memorable dialogues in all of American Jewish history. The president wryly observed: 


“So the children of Israel were driven from the happy land of Canaan?” 
Kaskel replied: “Yes, and that is why we have come unto Father Abra- 
ham’s bosom, asking protection.” 
Lincoln responded: “And this protection they shall have at once.” 
Then seating himself at a table the President penned an order to Gen- 
eral [Henry] Halleck [and] request[ed] his visitors to deliver it at once.#! 


Having concluded their meeting with the president, Kaskel and Gurley went directly 
to see General Halleck, who once again insisted he knew nothing about Grant’s order. 
Halleck continued to doubt the veracity of Kaskel’s story until he was shown a copy of 
Grant’s order, countersigned by Captain Waddell. Kaskel gave the general-in-chief the 
president’s written directive to reverse the order, and Halleck promised he would do 
so. “You may leave for home at once if you wish,” Halleck told Kaskel, “and before you 
reach there, Grant’s order will have been revoked.” 

Ina telegram to Grant sent on January 4, 1863, Halleck wrote: “If such an order has 
been issued, it will be immediately revoked.” Yet in spite of Halleck’s directive, General 
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Orders No. 11 was not immediately revoked. It was not until three days had passed—on 
January 7, 1863—that General John Rawlins (1831-69) circulated the official revocation 
from Grant’s headquarters. The brief text of the revocation noted clearly that the deci- 
sion to withdraw the order came directly from the “General-in-Chief of the Army, at 
Washington”—not from General Grant.” 

Kaskel left Washington the next morning and returned to Paducah, where, Halleck’s 
promise aside, he was dismayed to learn that Captain Waddell still had not been told 
that the order had been revoked. As soon as the provost marshal saw Kaskel was back 
in town, he asked: “By whose orders do you return?” Kaskel rejoined, “By order of the 
President of the United States.”*4 

It was during this interim—that is, between January 4, when Halleck instructed 
Grant to revoke the order, and January 7, when Grant’s office issued the official revo- 
cation—that Grant’s supporters tried to convince Lincoln to let the order stand. On 
January 6, 1863, a day before Grant himself had officially revoked the order, Congressman 
Elihu B. Washburne (1816-87), a fellow Republican from IIinois and an ardent supporter 
of General Grant, urged Lincoln not to rescind the order: “I see a report that you have 
revoked Grant’s order touching the Jews,—I hope not. I consider it the wisest order 
yet made by a military command, and from my own personal observation, I believe it 
was necessary. As the friend of that distinguished soldier, General Grant, I want to be 
heard before the final order of revocation goes out, if it be contemplated to issue such 
an order. There are two sides to this question” (emphasis added). 

Washburne was not the only government official who was ambivalent about Lin- 
coln’s decision to revoke the order. In conveying to the president a formal resolution 
of protest about Grant’s order that was submitted by the officers of the St. Louis Bnai 
Brith Lodge, Attorney General Edward Bates expressed little enthusiasm for Lincoln’s 
decision. “In handing you the papers,” he wrote the president, “[I take] no particular 
interest in the subject.”2° Evidently, even the highest legal authority in the nation was 
not convinced the president had made the proper decision. 

Yet, even after Grant formally revoked his order on January 7, the controversy 
continued to simmer in Washington. Several members of Congress clashed bitterly 
over Lincoln’s instantaneous decision to order a revocation of General Orders No. 11. 
Although some congressmen proposed resolutions condemning the order and con- 
gratulating Lincoln on the revocation, there were others who expressed little interest in 
praising the president for publicly countermanding the popular General Grant. Parti- 
sanship prevailed, and in the end, Congress refused to act. Lincoln’s decision was no less 
controversial in the press. Some newspaper editorials vigorously condemned the order, 
while others vociferously defended General Grant as well as the need for the order.’ 

There is no evidence that Lincoln ever paused to reconsider his initial negative reac- 
tion to Grant’s General Orders No. 11. To the contrary, he seems to have been resolute in 
his decision and eager to assume responsibility for countermanding Grant. According 
to Isaac M. Wise, who led a protest delegation to Washington on the heels of Kaskel’s 
visit, Lincoln expressed genuine regret over the issuance of an order like General Orders 
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No. 11. Originally, Wise’s group had planned to protest the order, but upon reading in 
the press that the order had already been rescinded, the protesters decided to use the 
occasion to express their appreciation to the president for quickly responding to the 
crisis. Wise and his entourage met with Lincoln on Wednesday evening, January 7.78 

According to Wise’s account of the group’s meeting, Lincoln welcomed his Jewish 
guests with “a frank cordiality, which . . . becomes men high in office so well.” Wise 
recalled that the president’s demeanor was “informal and friendly.” Lincoln told his 
guests that he could not fathom how or why General Grant would have issued such a 
“ridiculous” order. “To condemn a class,” Lincoln told the delegation, “ 
the good with the bad. I do not like to hear a class or nationality condemned on account 
of a few sinners.” In describing the meeting, Wise noted that Lincoln was “splendidly 
eloquent on this occasion,” and he effectively “dispelled every doubt” about his sin- 
cerity. The president, Wise subsequently testified, “entertained no prejudices of any 
kind against any nationality, and especially against Israelites, to whom he manifested 
a particular attachment.” 

Generally speaking, the story of Grant’s General Orders No. 11 illustrates the tre- 
mendous undercurrent of “anxiety and conflict” that expressed itself during the Civil 
War in random acts of “animosity and bigotry.” In this kind of atmosphere, American 
Jewry became a favored target, and this bigotry worried many in the Jewish community. 
Isaac M. Wise articulated his concern about this hateful spirit, and he reminded his 
readers that the way America treated its Jews would be a barometer of liberty for the 
nation’s future: 


is... to wrong 


If the Jew as a nationality may be treated with impunity, where are the 
guarantees that other nationalities, the Germans, Irish, Dutch, French, 
etc., will not be treated in the same manner tomorrow? .. . Liberty is 
represented as a mighty woman, we the people, all of us, are her limbs, 
bones, muscles, nerves, veins, intestines, heart and soul, and allow the 
government to be her head and brain; if she is wounded in any one of her 
members, she is wounded, and requires a careful treatment. ... Therefore, 
it is everybody’s business to look at this affair.* 


Lincoln’s prompt and resolute response to the abrogation of their rights as American 
citizens persuaded most American Jews that the president was determined to do some- 
thing about the inclement social atmosphere that seemed to be darkening the American 
horizon. Wise himself testified to the fact that Lincoln had “fully illustrated to us and 
convinced us that he knows of no distinction between Jew and Gentile, that he feels 
no prejudice against any nationality.” Although Lincoln’s revocation brought political 
relief to a very small number of Jews who were affected by Grant’s order, Lincoln’s action 
loomed large in Jewish popular opinion during that era. Over the 150 years that have 
passed since this incident occurred, this episode has repeatedly been cited by Jews as a 
striking example of Lincoln’s remarkable moral compass that guided him to hold fast 
to the Constitution’s fundamental promise to ensure liberty and justice for all.*? 
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DOCUMENTS 


1. General Orders No. 11 Breaks into the News 

2. “Good and Loyal Citizens” Felt “Greatly Insulted and Outraged” 

3. Letter from the United Order of B’nai Brith Protesting Grant’s Order 

4. From the New York Times: Lincoln Relieved Himself of a “Serious Affliction” 

5. Rabbi Wise Editorializes on Grant’s Order 

6. The Israelite Reports on Grant’s Order: Lincoln’s Meeting with the Jewish 
Delegation 

7. The New York Times Criticizes the Order’s “Bad Writing and Worse Logic” 

8. Wise Refuses to Vote for Ulysses S. Grant 


1. GENERAL ORDERS NO. 114 BREAKS INTO THE NEWS 


Soon after the provost marshal of Paducah, Kentucky, Captain L. J. Waddell, received a 
telegraphed copy of General Grant’s General Orders No. 11, he ordered the city’s Jewish 
citizenry to report to his office and ordered them to leave Paducah within twenty-four 
hours. 

Shortly thereafter, the text of Waddell’s orders began to appear in newspapers together 
with a letter to the press from one of the banished Jews, Cesar J. Kaskel. Kaskel wrote 
his appeal while on board the steamboat Chaley Bowe that carried him and his fellow 
Jews upriver to Cincinnati. The texts of Waddell’s orders and Kaskel’s letter to the press 
appeared in the Jewish Record on December 30, 1862. 

Rabbi Isaac M. Wise of Cincinnati was incensed by Kaskel’s report. In his editorial, 
which appeared in the January 2, 1863, edition of the Israelite, Wise vented his spleen 
at this appalling example of “military despotism.” Decrying what he called an “outrage 
without a precedent in American history,” Wise urged “every honest friend of the republic” 
to take action. “It is your duty, the duty of self defence, your duty to bring this matter 
clearly before the president of the United States and demand redress, the satisfaction due 
to the citizen thus mortified and offended.” 


Justice of Provost Marshal 
Paducah, Ky., December 28, 1862 
C. J. Kaskel—Sir: You will report to this office immediately, as I wish to see 
you in relation to General Order No. 11, issued from Major General Grant's 
headquarters. 
L. J. Waddell 
Captain and Provost Marshal 
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[Copy] 
Office of Provost Marshal 


Paducah, Ky., December 25, 1862 
C. J. Kaskel—Sir: In pursuance of General Order No. 11, issued from Gen- 
eral Grant's headquarters, you are hereby ordered to leave the city of Paducah, 
Kentucky, within twenty-four hours after receiving this order. 
By order, 
L. J. Waddell 


On Board Steamboat “Chaley Bowe” 
December 30, 1862 


The accompanying copies of orders issued respectively by Major General 
U.S. Grant and Captain Waddell, Provost Marshal at Paducah, Kentucky, will 
explain easily the cause of my coming before the public. 

I, a peaceable, law abiding citizen, pursuing my legitimate business at Padu- 
cah, Kentucky, where I have been a resident for nearly four years, have been 
driven from my home, my business, and all that is dear to me, at the short 
notice of twenty-four hours; not for any crime committed but simply because I 
was born of Jewish parents. Nearly thirty other gentlemen, mostly married, all 
respectable men, and old residents of Paducah, two of whom have served their 
country in the three months’ service, and all loyal to the Government, have 
suffered the same fate. 

On my way to Washington, in order to get this most outrageous and inhu- 
man order of Major General Grant countermanded, I ask you, gentlemen, to 
lend the powerful aid of the press to the suffering cause of outraged humanity; 
to blot out as quick as possible this stain on our national honor, and to show 
the world that the American people, as a nation, brand the author of that infa- 
mous order as unworthy of their respect and confidence. 

Yours, respectfully, 
C. J. Kaskel* 


The Outrages in Major-General Rosecrans’ Army 


The order of Colonel [John Van Deusen] Du Bois,>*4 reviewed in our last, it 
appears, was entirely in consonance with orders from head-quarters. The col- 
onel was removed since for other offences and we have no more to say about 
him.—But gentlemen just arrived from Mississippi and Tennessee communi- 
cate facts to us which leave no doubt to our mind, that gentlemen higher in rank 
than a colonel, are the originators of wrongs which, if reported from Turkey, 
Russia, Austria or from Morocco, would excite the indignation of every liberal 
man in this country. It appears that the sacred rights of loyal citizens and the 
laws of the land are as little regarded by military commanders and their next 
subordinates in the above mentioned states, as the laws of the Chinese empire. 


LINCOLN AND THE REVOCATION OF GENERAL ORDERS NO. 11 


Gentlemen of undoubted integrity, connected with some of the most highly 
respectable firms in Cincinnati, New York, Chicago, St. Louis and elsewhere, 
just returning from Holly Springs, Miss., having footed their way to Memphis, 
communicate to us, that one evening shortly before Holly Springs was taken 
by the Confederates, they were apprised by a military officer of the arrival of a 
general order (No. 29)*° issued by Major-General U.S. Grant, commanding All 
Jews (in these very terms) to leave the lines within 24 hours, not even excepting 
the numerous Jews in the service of the United States whom he certainly did 
not mean to exile. The gentlemen considered the order spurious, and desired 
the officer to grant them the privilege of telegraphing General Grant to ask 
him, whether he issued such an order, which he could not grant, but told them 
to write down what they wished to ask him, and he promised to telegraph. 
They went to their lodging and Mr. Silberman of Chicago wrote the dispatch 
and had it delivered to that officer. Late in the evening an orderly arrived to 
inquire after the author of the telegram, and being told it was Mr. Silberman, 
he arrested him, because he doubted the genuineness of the order and kept 
him imprisoned to 12 M. the next day. Jewish citizens who had resided in 
Holly Springs for years together with all others were obliged to leave. Our 
informants next morning went to the Rail Road depot, but being told there 
that civilians could not be accommodated that day, they footed their way to 
Memphis.—They could not tell how the others came off, or whether they were 
not taken prisoners by the Confederates. 

Need we comment on this handsome piece of military despotism? We 
trust not. We expect, every man acquainted with the laws of the country and 
the principles of the people to regard to political freedom and the rights of 
citizens;—every man of liberal and just opinions, condemns with indignation 
this outrage without a precedent in American history. 

In the first place we supposed these prejudices are of a religious character 
and pitied their purblind agents; but the gentlemen informed us different. The 
next order, after the Jews were banished from the lines was of the same general, 
that no farmer or planter, under the penalty of confiscation, dare charge or 
receive more than 25 cents for the pound of cotton, which a day before sold 
at 40 cents a pound. This let the cat out of the bag. The Jews bought cotton 
of planters (who before selling must take the oath of allegiance to the U.S.) at 
40 cents a pound; the military authorities with their business partners, agents, 
clerks, portiers, &c., intend to buy that staple at twenty-five cents a pound, it 
appears, they could sell it in eastern cities just as high as the next man—and the 
Jews must leave because they interfere with a branch of the military business. 
So the matter appears to us. 

Another fact is this. Jews leaving Nashville, Tenn., who come to Captain 
[William M.] Wiles** for a passport, after standing three or four days at his 
door, are sent to the chief of police who has a nomenclature of all Israelites 
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coming and going. This dignitarian, for the time being, before granting a 
permit to leave, demands of every Hebrew to sign a pledge promising never 
to return to Nashville, after which the fellow this tortured receives a peculiar 
card of clearance. Our informants, two young men of this city, having come to 
Nashville with pass and permit to sell dry goods, finding, however, that they 
were not allowed to do their legitimate business, concluded upon returning 
to this city. On applying to Captain Wiles for a pass, he was sent to the chief 
of police who tried to exact the same pledge from him as from all other He- 
brews: but the gentleman said, he rather would rot in a military prison than 
do such a thing, notwithstanding his very determination, not to do business 
in Nashville. After the exchange of hard words, the chief of police had found 
out that he caught a tartar, he insisted no longer on his terms, sent him back 
to Captain Wiles who signed his pass. This is the routine of business in Nash- 
ville under the very eyes of General Rosecrans.*” We do not mention names, 
because we expect these gentlemen and others treated in the same manner 
will publish lawful affidavits. We request every person who was thus illegally 
treated, without delay to send us affidavits to this effect made before a justice 
of the peace or a notary public, or publish them in other papers, and send us 
the publications. 

The Nashville chief of police said to our informant, “the Jews smuggle, 
therefore they are treated in this manner.” Granted they do, why are they not 
punished? Are the Jews the only smugglers in existence? Are all Jews smugglers? 
Granted even all the Jews are smugglers and the only persons who carry on this 
prohibited trade; what right has any military or civil officer to maltreat a whole 
race or religious denomination, because the few known to him are smugglers? 
Where is the letter of the law in any code of a civilized nation conferring the 
authority on a military officer to deprive loyal and peaceable citizens of their 
well defined rights, because he suspects some of them to be guilty of illegal 
acts? The evidence, sir, bring us the evidence that the Jews are the only smug- 
glers, punish the guilty ones according to the terms of the law, or expel them 
from the lines. I, sir, am a Jew who did not smuggle, if I come to Nashville, I, 
nevertheless, must go to the office of the inquisition and sign a pledge never to 
return. Who is the author of the holy office of the inquisition in the heart of 
God’s only spot of freedom and in the second half of the nineteenth century? 
Who is responsible for these high-handed outrages, this lawless despotism, 
spit into the face of a free people and an enlightened age?—General Rosecrans 
must be able to tell us, for he is responsible for the actions of his subordinate 
officers. Let him speak, if he thinks it worth while to render account to the 
offended majesty of freedom and law. 

Reviewing closely the orders of General Grant in regard to Jews and cotton, 
it would strike us by a little reasoning from analogy that there are also in Nash- 
ville certain nephews, uncles, cousins, old acquaintances, generous gentlemen 
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and such other non-Jewish merchants who found out that the Jews spoiled 
the marked by selling too cheap and bringing too large stocks into market. 
They, it appears, found out they could not get rich fast enough on account of 
that competition, and the Jews must go to make room to patriotic speculators 
and valorous companions. We are told, and if true it is, we are bound to have 
it under oath—yes, we are told that money well applied changes entirely the 
aspect of things. Permits, they say, are in the market like other commodities. 
So the thing appears after a cursory inspection.—We can not see how any 
complaints could justly be raised about demoralization, if superior officers set 
such examples of lawlessness. 

But we do not care for causes. The orders mentioned above do exist, and 
this suffices to alarm every honest friend of the republic. Are we to be the slaves 
of military chieftains? Are we playthings in the hands of presumptuous men, to 
abuse and maltreat us at pleasure? Are we frogs and mice to be trampled under 
anybody’s feet, or are we men who stand by their rights? Is no law in the land, 
no authority higher than bayonets? If we can stand this, we are unworthy of 
being citizens of a free country. If we do stand all this, we just not wonder, if 
one day anybody will treat us like paria[h]s and outcasts of society. Israelites, 
citizens of the United States, you have been outraged, your rights as men and 
citizens trampled into dust, your honor disgraced, as a class you have officially 
been degraded! It is your duty, the duty of self defence, your duty first to bring 
this matter clearly before the president of the United States and demand redress, 
the satisfaction due to the citizen this mortified and offended. 

It is not only the business of the Jew to look to these matters, it is every- 
body’s affair. If the Jew as a nationality may be treated with impunity, where 
are the guarantees that other nationalities, the Germans, Irish, Dutch, French, 
&c., will not be treated in the same manner to-morrow? If the Jews as a religious 
community are handled thus, how will the Catholics, Unitarians, Universalists 
or any other religious denomination be treated, if a general or provost officer 
sees fit to come down on one or the other. Liberty is represented as a mighty 
woman, we the people, all of us, are her limbs, bones, muscles, nerves, veins, 
intestines, heart and soul, and allow the government to be her head and brain; 
if she is wounded in any one of her members, she is wounded, and requires a 
careful treatment. Wounded in her right arm or her little toe, wounded she is, 
and the whole body must feel it, and be protected against more serious injuries. 
Therefore it is everybody’s business to look to this affair.** 


2. “GOOD AND LOYAL CITIZENS” FELT “GREATLY INSULTED AND OUTRAGED” 


Before departing from Paducah, Cesar and Julius Kaskel and David Wolff described their 
circumstances in a telegram they sent to Abraham Lincoln on December 29, 1862. The Jew- 
ish businessmen told the president that the “inhuman” order made them and their fellow 
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Jews into “outlaws before the whole world.” General Orders No. 11 was, they insisted, “the 
grossest violation of the Constitution and our rights as good citizens under it.” 

Kaskel traveled directly to Washington, D.C., and, with the help of Ohio congressman 
John A. Gurley, he secured a personal meeting with Lincoln that took place on January 3, 
1863. After convincing the president that such an order had actually been issued, Kaskel 
is said to have told Lincoln that he and his fellow Jews had come to Father Abraham’s 
bosom for protection. 


Paducah, Ky., December 29, 1862 


Honorable Abraham Lincoln, 
President of the United States: 

General Orders, Numbers 1, issued by General Grant at Oxford, Miss., 
December the 17th, commands all post commanders to expel all Jews, with- 
out distinction, within twenty-four hours, from his entire department. The 
undersigned, good and loyal citizens of the United States and residents of this 
town for many years, engaged in legitimate business as merchants, feel greatly 
insulted and outraged by this inhuman order, the carrying out of which would 
be the grossest violation of the Constitution and our rights as good citizens 
under it, and would place us, besides a large number of other Jewish families 
of this town, as outlaws before the whole world. We respectfully ask your im- 
mediate attention to this enormous outrage on all and humanity and pray for 
your effectual and immediate interposition. We would respectfully refer you to 
the post commander and post adjutant as to our loyalty, and all to respectable 
citizens of this community as to our standing as citizens and merchants. We 
respectfully ask for immediate instructions to be sent to the commander of 
this post. 

D. Wolff & Bros. 
C. EF Kaskell 
J. W. Kaskell3? 


3. LETTER FROM THE UNITED ORDER OF B’NAI 
B’RITH PROTESTING GRANT’S ORDER 


Although President Lincoln ordered General Halleck to revoke General Orders No. 11 on 
January 3, 1863, during his meeting with Cesar Kaskel, it took a few weeks for the revo- 
cation to work its way through the military bureaucracy. In the meantime, American Jews 
remained outraged. Complaints about the odious action appeared in the Jewish press 
during the first week of January 1863. 

On January 5, the United Order Bnai B’rith of Missouri sent the president a remon- 
strance. Signed by the lodge’s president, Rabbi Henry Kuttner (1820-1902), and secretary, 
Morris Hoffman (1828?-94), the protest decried the immorality and unconstitutionality 
of Grant’s order. 
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It is interesting to note that the remonstrance was originally received by Attorney 
General Edward Bates. It was Bates’s duty to forward the document to the president, and in 
doing so, the attorney general affixed a note, saying, “I do not comply with [their] expressed 
wish, in handing you the papers, myself feeling no particular interest in the subject.”" 


United Order “Bne Brith” Missouri Loge [sic] 
St Louis. Jan 5, 1863 
Sir 

An Order, Expelling and ostracizing all Jews, as a class has been issued by 
Maj. Genl U. S. Grant and has been enforced at Holly Springs, Trenton, Cor- 
inth, Paducah, Jackson and other places. 

In the name of that Class of Joyal citizens of these U.S. which we in part 
represent. In the name of hundreds, who have been driven from their homes, 
deprived of their liberty and injured in their property without having violated 
any law or regulation. 

In the name of the thousands of our Brethren and our children who have 
died and are now willingly sacrificing their lives and fortunes for the Union 
and the Suppression of this rebellion. 

In the name of religious liberty, of justice and humanity—we enter our 
solemn Protest against this Order, and ask of you—the Defendor & Protector 
of the Constitution—to annull that Order and to protect the liberties even of 
your humblest Constituents[.] 

Henry Kuttner 
President 
Morris Hoffman 
Secy’? 


4. FROM THE NEW YORK TIMES: LINCOLN RELIEVED 
HIMSELF OF A “SERIOUS AFFLICTION” 


‘This terse news item from the New York Times, dated January 5, 1863, reported, in a some- 
what peculiar tone, that the Jews of the West had threatened to send “large delegations” 
to Washington to protest Grant’s orders. With tongue in cheek, the writer implies that it 
was the thought of facing a delegation of “exasperated” Jews, and not the injustice of the 
orders, that prompted Lincoln to revoke the odious orders with such alacrity. 


Gen. Grant and the Jews 


The action of General Grant, in ordering all Israelites out of his Department, 
was today reversed by Gen. Halleck, at the instance of the President. The 
“Jewish persuasion” throughout the West, according to telegrams received, 
were greatly excited and exasperated at the order, and were organizing large 
delegations to visit Washington, for the purpose of having it rescinded. In view 
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of this threatened visitation, the president’s action had undoubtedly relieved 
him from a serious affliction.“ 


5. RABBI WISE EDITORIALIZES ON GRANT’S ORDER 


On January 9, 1863, Rabbi Isaac M. Wise published another column on Grant’s General 
Orders No. 11 in the Israelite. Clearly unaware of the fact that the orders had already been 
officially revoked, Wise notified his readers that a delegation of citizens from Cincinnati, 
Louisville, and Paducah planned to “proceed to Washington, to bring this matter to the 
notice of the administration.” The editorial goes on to heap scorn on the many Cincinnati 
newspapers that failed to publish a condemnation of Grant’s order, and in his criticisms, 
Wise expressed some of his own perhaps illiberal views. 


Steps have been taken to bring this matter in proper shape before the President of 
the U.S., to see whether a general may with impunity deprive people of their rights 
which to protect he is sworn and paid for. In Cincinnati the Rev. Doctors Lilien- 
thal and Wise were appointed; in Louisville, Martin Bijur, Esq., and in Paducah, 
Ky., Mr. Goldsmith“‘ were also sent on the same mission, who as one delegation 
proceed to Washington, to bring this matter to the notice of the administration. 
Therefore we abstain from any further publication or comment on this subject. 

We have only to say one thing more. The Cincinnati newspapers were 
timely informed of the outrage committed on citizens because they are Jews. 
In Cincinnati thousands of Israelites live and contribute largely to the wealth 
of the city, to every benevolent or charitable institution, contributed largely to 
the military funds of various descriptions, and read the said newspapers, for 
which they pay, advertise therein and support them otherwise. What do you 
think these selfsame papers did learning of the outrageous order of General 
Grant?—Nothing, nothing in the world. Shame on such press! 

The Enquirer and the Volksfreund are the only Cincinnati papers which 
condemned the order of Grant and had the manliness to speak earnest words 
against a wrong without precedent in American history. 

So we know what we have to expect of the Cincinnati press in case of 
emergency. So we know with what zeal those gentlemen watch over the rights 
of white people. So we learned what their pretensions at liberality and their 
declamations on freedom are actually worth. So we are aware now (and facts 
speak) of what metal they are made.‘ 


6. THE ISRAELITE REPORTS ON GRANT’S ORDER: LINCOLN’S 
MEETING WITH THE JEWISH DELEGATION 


Once he arrived in Washington, D.C., Rabbi Wise learned that General Grant’s orders 
had been revoked. Wise and the other members of the delegation decided to meet with 
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Abraham Lincoln and express their collective appreciation for his decisive action. Wise 
reported on his visit with Lincoln in the Israelite of January 16, 1863. He praised Lin- 
coln, who received the contingent cordially and “convinced” them “that he knows of 
no distinction between Jew and Gentile.” This report contains many intriguing details 
about the controversy, including Wise’s bitter condemnation of certain congressmen 
who defended General Grant’s actions and criticized President Lincoln’s decision to 
revoke them. 

The Israelite’s last editorial concerned with Grant’s Orders No. 11 appeared on 
January 23, 1863. The introductory section of the editorial, which follows, reiterates 
the details of the order and the Jewish community’s reaction against it and concludes 
with another description of Lincoln’s conversation with the Jewish delegation from 
Cincinnati and Louisville. 


Letter from the Editor 


The history of General Grant’s order and its revocation forms quite an interest- 
ing chapter in the annals of the day. Gentlemen from Paducah, Ky., telegraphed 
to the President, who informed General Halleck instantly; we wrote immedi- 
ately to Secretary Stanton; but neither the former nor the latter believed that 
Gen. Grant could have issued an order so absurd and ridiculous, and, therefore, 
did not do anything in the matter. When Mr. Kaskel came to Washington, 
January 3, and was introduced to the President, by Mr. Gurley of Cincinnati, 
the President at once gave order to Gen. Halleck to revoke said order. General 
Halleck would not believe in the existence of such order, till Mr. Kaskel showed 
him the official copy. General Halleck instantly and peremptorily revoked the 
order and telegraphed to Gen. Grant to inform all post commanders instantly, 
of the will of the government in this matter. The Cincinnati and Louisville 
delegation came too late.—The order was rescinded. Still we thought proper 
to see the President to express our thanks for his promptness in this matter.— 
Mark, however, how democratic things look in Washington. We arrived from 
Baltimore around 5 p.m. on Wednesday, arrived in the hotel without changing 
clothes. Rev. Dr. Lilienthal inquired and was informed that Mr. Gurley was 
in the same house, but was not in at present. Meanwhile Mr. Bijur and myself 
went to Mr. [George H.] Pendleton of Cincinnati [member of the U.S. House 
of Representatives] and talked half an hour to him. 

On returning to our hotel we met Mr. Gurley, who without bestowing 
any consideration on our traveling garbs, went with us to the White House 
and before 8 P.M. we were introduced to the President, who being all alone, re- 
ceived us with that frank cordiality, which, though usually neglected, becomes 
men high in office so well. Having expressed our thanks for the promptness 
and dispatch in revoking Gen. Grant’s order, the president gave utterance to 
his surprise that Gen. Grant should have issued so ridiculous an order, and 
added—“to condemn a class is, to say the least, to wrong the good with the 
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bad. I do not like to hear a class or nationality condemned on account of a few 
sinners.” The President, we must confess, fully illustrated to us and convinced 
us that he knows of no distinction between Jew and Gentile, that he feels no 
prejudice against any nationality, and that he by no means will allow that a 
citizen in any wise be wronged on account of his place of birth or religious 
confession. He illustrated this point to us in a very happy manner, of which 
we can only give the substance at present, and promise to give particulars on 
another occasion. Now then, in our traveling habiliments, we spoke about half 
an hour to the President of the U.S. in an open and frank manner, and were 
dismissed in the same simple style. 

Sorry we are to say that Congress did not think proper to be as just as the 
President is. Congress is not now the people’s legislative body, it belongs to a 
party. Senator [Lazarus] Powell of Kentucky, as noted elsewhere, introduced 
a resolution condemning the unjust order of Gen. Grant, to inform others 
that orders of this kind must not be issued; but the resolution was tabled to be 
killed, when called up again. Mr. Pendleton of Cincinnati, attempted in vain 
on Monday and Tuesday to bring the following resolution before the house. He 
finally succeeded on Wednesday (yesterday) to propose the following: 

Mr. Pendleton offered a preamble setting forth that Major General Grant, 
on the 17th of December, as the commander of the Department of the Tennes- 
see, did issue an order stating that the Jews, as a class, had violated every regu- 
lation of trade established in that department, and for this were to be expelled 
from the department within twenty-four hours &c., and as in the pursuance of 
the order General Grant caused many peaceful citizens to be expelled within 
twenty-four hours without allegation of misconduct, and with no other proof 
than that they were members ofa certain religious denomination; and whereas 
said sweeping order makes no discrimination between the innocent and the 
guilty, and is illegal, unjust, tyrannical and cruel, therefore 

Resolved, That the said order deserves the sternest condemnation of the 
House and of the President of the United States as Commander-in-Chief of 
Army and Navy. 

Mr. PENDLETON moved the previous question of the passage of the 
proposition. 

Mr. WASHBURNE (R) moved that it be laid upon the table; and this was 
agreed to—yeas 56, nays 53. 

On motion of Mr. Washburne, the everlasting Mr. Washburne, the reso- 
lution was tabled by a vote of 56 yeas to 53 nays. If the Hebrew citizens of the 
United States were “gentlemen of color,” Mr. Washburne would certainly have 
made a brilliant effort to vindicate their rights and expose a general who com- 
mitted a gross outrage on them. But being only white men, it would not pay 
Partisan legislation, that is all we have to expect of this congress. Mr. Pendleton 
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said Washburne’s motive was that of friendship for Grant, whom to defend in 
congress he had several times taken upon himself; but Republican members 
openly say, it is a rule of the House to vote down every thing coming from the 
other side, viz: the democratic. How do you like this remarkable impartiality? 

Having to see a good many things to-day, we must conclude this, to say 
more to-morrow.*¢ 


The Last of General Grant’s Order 


We do not mean to say that General Grant issued his last order, he may yet 
issue his farewell order to the army. We simply wish to say that this is the last 
we write and publish on the notorious persecution order of General Grant. 
Whether those materially injured by that queer document will bring civil 
suits for damages against General Grant, wherever and whenever he shall be 
accessible to the arms of justice and law, as they ought to do—we can not tell, 
nor is it our business to meddle in that part of the proceedings, this being the 
lawyer’s business. As far as the honor of our co-religionists was involved, we 
tried to get satisfaction, and we only review the matter for future reference and 
the benefit of the historian. This is to conclude this affair. 

Long before Grant’s order was issued, the Israelite called attention to the 
existence ofa spirit of dark prejudice in the army against our people. The order 
of Col. [John Van Deusen] Du Bois, however, was the first official document 
we obtained, published and censured. Still nobody appeared to care partic- 
ularly for the matter. Saturday, December 27, two gentlemen coming directly 
from Holly Springs, Miss., informed us of the publication and enforcement 
of Grant’s order. Monday next we took their affidavits, as well as affidavits of 
gentlemen who had been offended in Louisville by General [Jeremiah] Boyle, 
in Bowling Green, Ky., and especially in Nashville by provost-marshals, merely 
and exclusively on account of their being Jews. We exhibited these papers to 
several influential gentlemen who, we know not why, did not feel disposed to 
take the matter in hand. We wrote a letter to Secretary Stanton, and resolved 
to wait for an answer, before taking any further steps in the matter. 

Meanwhile this famous order was put in force in Paducah, Ky., where 
several Jewish citizens resided for years past. This caused a considerable alarm. 
One of the Jewish residents of Paducah repaired at once to Washington, pub- 
lished the affair in a Cincinnati paper, and took letters of recommendation by 
Rev. Dr. Lilienthal to Mr. Gurley, M[ember of] C[ongress], of this city, and by 
Mr. Daniel Wolf to Mr. Pendleton, M.C., also of this city. Another resident of 
Paducah, Mr. Wolf, also repaired to Washington in company of an influential 
citizen. Again another resident of Paducah, Mr. Goldschmit went to Louisville, 
presented the case to some gentlemen of our persuasion, whereupon a meeting 
was called, resolutions as the case deserves were adopted, and Martin Bijur, 
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Esq., a popular lawyer of our persuasion, residing in Louisville, was appointed 
a delegate to act in conjunction with others appointed to the same purpose, to 
bring the matter before the President of the U.S. 

Thursday, January 1, 1863, some influential merchants of Cincinnati held a 
meeting, appointed a committee to call a general meeting and prepare the busi- 
ness for it. The committee was to meet again on Saturday evening. Meanwhile 
Messers. Bijur and Goldschmit came to Cincinnati and gave a new impulse 
to the matter. Sunday evening, January 4, a large and enthusiastic meeting 
convened in the hall of the Phoenix; resolutions befitting the occasion were 
unanimously adopted, and three delegates chosen to act forthwith in conjunc- 
tion with other delegates. The Cincinnati delegates were Rev. Dr. Lilienthal, 
Edgar M. Johnson, a popular lawyer of our persuasion, and our humble self. 
Monday morning the delegation of Louisville and Cincinnati, in company of 
Mr. Goldschmit started for Washington, provided with sufficient affidavits to 
substantiate our case. 

We intended to go to Philadelphia and Baltimore, meet there delegates 
from these cities and New York, and act in conjunction with them; but it 
appears no steps had been taken yet in the eastern cities. In the Philadelphia 
papers, however, obtained in the cars near that city, we learned that the order 
of Grant had been revoked on Sunday, on presenting the matter to the president 
by Mr. Kaskel. Still we thought it proper to go to Washington and convince 
ourselves. We arrived in Washington on Wednesday evening and were intro- 
duced to the president the same evening by Mr. Gurley. The interview was of 
an informal and friendly nature. We had but little chance to say anything, the 
president having been so splendidly eloquent on this occasion. He assured 
us in every possible form that neither he nor General Halleck believed that 
Grant issued so absurd an order, until the official document dispelled every 
doubt. Furthermore that he entertained no prejudices of any kind against 
any nationality, and especially against Israelites, to whom he manifested a 
particular attachment. He spoke like a simple, plain spoken citizen, and tried 
in various forms to convince us of the sincerity of his words in this matter.*” 


7. THE NEW YORK TIMES CRITICIZES THE ORDER’S 
“BAD WRITING AND WORSE LOGIC” 


An editorial from the January 18, 1863, edition of the New York Times began by reporting 
on the controversy within the Jewish population over whether “the authorities at Wash- 
ington” should be thanked for the annulment of Grant’s General Orders No. 11. 

The editorial continues with a jocular criticism of the order’s grammar and com- 
position but then proceeds, with great conviction, to condemn the order and to marvel 
over the “humiliating reflection” that “the freest Government on earth” had temporarily 
revived “the spirit of the medieval ages.” 
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Gen. Grant and the Jews 


One of the deepest sensations of the war is that produced among the Israelites of 
this country by the recent order of Gen. Grant, excluding them, as a class, from 
his Military Department. The order, to be sure, was promptly set aside by the 
President, but the affront to the Israelites, conveyed by its issue, was not so easily 
effaced. It continues to rankle, and is leading to sharp controversies and bitter 
feuds in the ranks of the Faithful. It seems that a committee of Jews, in this city, 
took it upon themselves to thank the authorities at Washington for so promptly 
annulling the odious order of Grant. Against the conduct of this committee the 
bulk of the Jews vehemently protest. They say they have no thanks for an act of 
simple and imperative justice—but grounds for deep and just complaint against 
the Government, that Gen. Grant has not been dismissed from the service on 
account of his unrighteous act. The matter has been made to assume an impor- 
tance that requires a mention of it in our columns, as constituting an exciting 
chapter in our current history. We therefore present the order of Gen. Grant, that 
the public judgment in the premises may rest on a clear perception of the facts; 


Headquarters Thirteenth Army Corps 


Department of the Tennessee, 
Oxford, Miss., Dec. 17, 1862 


General Order No. 11.—The Jews, as a class, violating every regulation 
of trade established by the Treasury Department, also Department orders, 
are hereby expelled from the Department within twenty-four (24) hours 
from the receipt of this order by Post Commander. 

They will see that all this class of people are furnished with passes and 
required to leave, and any one returning after such notification will be 
arrested and held in confinement until an opportunity occurs of send- 
ing them out as prisoners, unless furnished with permits from these 
headquarters. 

No pass will be given these people to visit headquarters for the pur- 
pose of making personal application for trade permits. By the order of 

Maj.-Gen. Grant 
John B. Rawlins. A[ssistant] A[djunct] G[eneral] 
Official—J. Lovell. Capt. and A[ssistant] A[djunct] G[eneral] 


It must be admitted that this order is open to severe criticism in more 
respects than one. The first and mildest objection we see, is its atrocious dis- 
regard of the simplest rules of English composition. To be dealt harshly with 
is bad enough, but to be vilified in execrable English is cruel, if not unusual, 
punishment. But if the execrable English of the general excommunication from 
Grant’s attractive Department is very objectionable, the mocker of the allusion 
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to special exemptions is utterly unworthy. “Any one” (any Jew) “returning” after 
a notification to leave, they will be sent away as prisoners, “unless furnished 
with permits from these headquarters.” But “no pass will be given these people 
to visit headquarters for the purpose of getting permits.” Such is the substantial 
and almost literal conclusion of Grant’s order. It is mortifying to know that such 
a jumble of bad writing and worse logic should emanate from the headquarters 
of a Major-General commanding a Military Department of the United States. 

As to the odious principle of Gen. Grant’s order, there can be no doubt 
whatever. To condemn any religious body, as a class, and by wholesale, is con- 
trary to common sense and common justice—contrary to Republicanism and 
Chris[tianity]. Gen. Grant may have been harassed by hangers-on of his army 
who were swindlers and extortionists. It was desirable that he should be rid of 
such. But will he say that all the swindlers that beset him are Jews? We are of 
opinion that there are degrees of rascality developed by the war that might put 
the most accomplished Shylocks to the blush. We have native talent that can 
literally “beat the Jews.” Gen. Grant’s order has the demerit of stigmatizing a 
class, without signalizing the criminals. All swindlers are not Jews. All Jews are 
not swindlers. Gen. Grant assumes that the reverse of this latter proposition 
is true, and he expels the Jews, “as a class,” from the Department. That carries 
women and children—women at home and children at the breast. A number 
of Jewish families that had been quiet, orderly and loyal citizens of the town 
of Paducah for years, hurriedly packed up their goods, and left their home, 
under this cruel order. They had had nothing whatever to do with Grant or 
his army, but they belonged to the Jews, “as a class,” and were denounced and 
expelled. Their situation must have revived the history of their unfortunate 
people during the twelfth, thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, when England, 
France and Austria successively followed each other in decrees against them of 
banishment and persecution. And it is a humiliating reflection that after the 
progress of liberal ideas even the most despotic countries has restored the Jews 
to civil and social rights, as members of a common humanity, it remained for 
the freest Government on earth to witness a momentary revival of the spirit 
of the medieval ages. 

If we take a merely selfish view of Grant’s treatment of the Jews, it will 
appear in the highest degree impolitic. Persons “of this class” have come to hold 
high positions in the leading Governments of Europe, whose good opinions 
we cannot afford to despise. M. [Achille] Fould, of Louis Napoleon’s Cabinet, 
is a Jew, and his voice might, in the possibilities of things, go far to decide the 
fate of the American Union. The Rothschilds wield a power in the financial 
world that is well nigh omnipotent to raise or destroy the credit of any nation. 
We may find it better to have their friendship than enmity. 

But rejecting all such considerations, we rely on the general principles of 
republican right and justice for the utter reprobation of Grant’s order. Men 
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cannot be condemned and punished as a class, without gross violence to our 
free institutions. The immediate and peremptory abrogation of Grant’s order 
by the President saved the Government from a blot, and redeemed us from the 
disgrace ofa military assault upon a people whose equal rights and immunities 
are as sacred under the Constitution as those of any other sect, class or race.*® 


8. WISE REFUSES TO VOTE FOR ULYSSES S. GRANT 


This excerpt from an article in the “Theological Department” of the February 28, 1868, 
edition of the Israelite expresses, with great vehemence, the newspaper’s firm opposition 
to Grant’s nomination as a candidate for the presidency. Here, Grant is described as the 
man who has done the Jews more “injustice than any man in power, in this century... 
in any civilized country.” 


This barbarian order caused a general outcry of horror all over this country, 
in the public press, public meetings and resolutions, in any and every form. 
In Congress, Mr. Pendelton [sic], of Ohio, moved the following resolution: 

“Whereas, On the 17th day of December, 1862, Major General Grant, com- 
manding the department of the Tennessee, did publish the following order, 
to-wit: (here followed the above order verbatim). And in pursuance thereof 
did cause many peaceable citizens of the United States, residents in the said 
department, to be expelled therefrom within twenty-four hours without al- 
legation of special misconduct on their part, and on no other proof than that 
they were members of a certain religious denomination; and 

“Whereas, The said order in its sweeping condemnation of a whole class of 
citizens, without discriminating between the guilty and the innocent, is illegal 
and unjust, and in its executions tyrannical and cruel; therefore 

“Resolved, That the said order deserves the earnest condemnation of this 
house, and of the President as Commander-in-Chief.” 

This was lost in the House, but only because nobody paid any attention 
to it, and the order had been revoked previously. The vote, after all, was a very 
close one—56 voted to table and 53 to pass it; two more votes would have done 
it. Among those voting for the resolution were, besides other republicans, also 
Mr. [Schuyler] Colfax, the present speaker of the House, Mr. [Frederick] Low, 
of St. Louis,*? and other prominent members of that party. 

The order No. 11 fell most savagely upon the old Jewish residents in that 
department; but there was no Senator from those States in Washington, except 
from Kentucky. Therefore Senator Powell from Kentucky, in behalf of his out- 
raged constituents, introduced in substance the same preamble and resolution 
in the Senate, where it was defeated in a most shameful manner, where but 7, 
viz: Messrs. [Garrett] Davis, [Aaron] Harding, [Milton S.] Latham, [James W.] 
Nesmith, [Lazarus] Powell, [Eli] Saulsbury and [Robert] Wilson of Missouri, 
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had the moral courage and moral rectitude to stand by an outraged class of 
their fellow-citizens. 

President Lincoln could not persuade himself for a long time that General 
Grant issued that order; but when Mr. Kaskel, of Paducah Ky., succeeded in 
convincing him of the fact, he immediately revoked it, and expressed his in- 
dignation at the outrage in the strongest terms in presence of Messrs. Gurley, 
Lilienthal and Wise from Cincinnati, and Bijur from Louisville. 

There was nobody, at the time, to defend the despotic and barbarous order 
of General Grant, not a voice was heard in its favor or defence; but plenty, be- 
sides President Lincoln, seven Senators and fifty-three members of Congress, 
in its condemnation. Every free man felt outraged by the lawless ukase of a 
military chieftain, whom they now want to force upon us as chief magistrate 
of the country. 

We have to say this: As a Jew, we can not and will not vote for a man who 
has done us a more shameless injustice than any man in power, in this century, 
has done us in any civilized country. Therefore we hope and expect that the 
entire Jewish press will come out boldly and justly against the movement to 
nominate General Grant as President of the United States. Again, as a citizen 
who loves his country and her free institutions, who considers it his solemn 
duty to protect justice and freedom as much as it may be in his power, we can 
not and must not entrust the banner of justice and freedom to the hands of a 
man who, when possessing the brief power of a commander of a volunteer army 
(and among them thousands of Jews) abused it so outrageously, and trampled 
upon his fellow-citizens because they were too weak to resist. That man, in 
our estimation, is unfit to be the chief of a republic whose citizens claim equal 
justice and equal freedom. Therefore we hope and expect from all political 
leaders to drop the scheme of nominating General Grant. As a man, we feel 
an aversion to every person who disrespects the just claims of humanity and 
justice, and General Grant by his order No. 11, 1862, is guilty of that disrespect. 

That is part of what we have to say on this point, and we will say it over 
and over again, until the masses shall know and appreciate it; till the feeling 
of honor shall awake also with those who cry with the millions, laugh or weep 
by order of their newspaper, cheer or scorn ad libitum. When a few scanty and 
poverty-stricken insurance companies in New York offended the Jews by an 
order not to insure their property, there was noise, meetings, resolutions, &c.; 
now when one who outraged the Jew beyond measure or comparison, one 
who outraged the Jew, the man and the citizen, the laws of the United States 
and the sacred cause of justice and humanity, is proposed as President of the 
United States, nobody has the courage or rectitude to talk. Is this principle? Is 
it manful? Is it honorable? Let cowards be silent for utility’s sake; but let men 
speak out honorably.°° 


Lincoln and the Movement to Christianize 
the U.S. Constitution 


De the years that Lincoln was in the White House, a third controversy arose 
that deeply concerned many leaders in the American Jewish community. This 
issue began to emerge in the early months of 1861, even before President-elect Lincoln 
formally took office, when a small religious synod called the “Covenanters”—a Christian 
denomination that split off from the Presbyterian church in 1809—met in Allegheny 
County, just outside of Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania. The members of this denomination 
deplored the fact that the U.S. Constitution did not forbid human slavery. They also 
decried the absence of any mention of God and Jesus Christ in the foundational law 
of the United States. The Constitution was a flawed document, they concluded, and 
“Covenanters” decided to do their best to rectify these errors. Their convictions led 
them to organize a vigorous religious and political movement that sought to formally 
amend the Constitution so that the Christian essence of the Republic was made explicit.! 

The Covenanters’ first major success came within days of their meeting, when they 
persuaded Massachusetts senator Charles Sumner (1811-74), a passionate abolitionist, 
to submit a “memorial” they had written to the U.S. Congress. The Covenanters called 
on Congress to see “that provisions be made in the Constitution expressing [firstly] an 
acknowledgment of the authority of God; secondly, an acknowledgment of the authority 
of God and Christ; thirdly, a recognition of firm obligations to God’s law; fourthly, that 
the principles be clearly adverse to slavery.”? 

As news of Sumner’s action spread, some American Jews took note of this devel- 
opment. Was it possible that the future of the U.S. Constitution, like the Union itself, 
was in question? If the “American Union [was indeed] tottering to its basis,” some 
American Jewish leaders fretted, the ensuing disorder could indeed result in the dis- 
mantling of the Constitution and the rights it guaranteed to all citizens. Isaac Leeser, 
the prominent Philadelphia rabbi and publisher of the Occident and American Jewish 
Advocate, ominously warned his readers that if a “downfall of the American Republic” 
occurred, then the chaos that followed might very well become an “excuse for tyr- 
anny.” Yet, for those who sympathized with the Covenanters and Senator Sumner, the 
impending collapse of the federal Union and the wicked slave system that triumphed 
in the American South was the inevitable result of a Republic that exiled God from the 
nation’s founding documents.? 
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U.S. senator Charles Sumner of 
Massachusetts was a fiery opponent 
of slavery. Half-length portrait, 
between 1861 and 1874. Courtesy Library 
of Congress Prints and Photographs Division, 
Washington, D.C. 





Fanatical abolitionists worried Leeser not because they hoped to abolish slavery 
by amending the Constitution but because they wanted to demolish Thomas Jefferson’s 
famous “wall of separation between Church & State.” In the pages of the Occident and 
American Jewish Advocate, Leeser informed his readers that “should the opportunity be 
offered again to make a new fundamental law for the whole or part of the confederation, 
the absolute guarantee of religious liberty would be struck down by the hands of fanatics, 
even of those who have provoked the bitter hostility which the extreme sections of the 
country now profess for each other.”> 

The Christian amendment movement continued to build steam during the course 
of the Civil War. In February 1863, another band of “Christian amendment” advocates, 
independent of the “Covenanters,” came together in Xenia, Ohio. One of the most 
passionate participants was a young Presbyterian lay leader named John Alexander 
(1805-94), who delivered a paper asserting that the Civil War and all the accompanying 
bloodshed was in fact a national punishment. According to Alexander, “by setting up 
our national government in the name of a new deity, ‘we the people,” the American 
republic had deeply “dishonored” God. By omitting mention of God and Jesus Christ 
in the Constitution, the Founders committed “the original sin of the nation.” Alexander 
urged his compatriots to rectify this most serious of flaws by resolving “to amend the 
Constitution so as to acknowledge God and His authority.” 

According to Alexander’s own memoirs, his appeal did not immediately win the 
day among those who had convened with him in Xenia. However, he, and others who 
agreed with him, soon learned about the Presbyterians and Covenanters in Allegheny 
County, Pennsylvania, and they traveled there in order to collaborate with them. On Jan- 
uary 27-28, 1864, this newly formed coalition of advocates held a watershed conference 
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at the First Associate Reformed Presbyterian Church of Allegheny City.’ The attendees, 
most of whom represented local Presbyterian churches and seminaries, concluded that 
America needed to adopt a Christian amendment to the U.S. Constitution as quickly as 
possible, and they agreed to join forces under a new unified banner. Thus, the National 
Reform Association (NRA) was born. 

The NRA quickly adopted its own mission statement wherein it set forth the essence 
of its political agenda: 


To maintain existing Christian features in the American Government 
touching the Sabbath, the Institution of the Family, the Religious Element 
in Education, the Oath and Public Morality as affected by the liquor traffic 
and other kindred evils; and to secure such an amendment of the Consti- 
tution of the United States as will declare the nation’s allegiance to Jesus 
Christ and its acceptance of the moral laws of the Christian religion, and 
to indicate that this is a Christian nation, and place all the Christian laws, 
institutions and usages of our government on an undeniable legal basis in 
the fundamental law of the land.® 


A short time later, the NRA moved its headquarters to Philadelphia and began publish- 
ing a monthly organ, the Christian Statesman.° 

News of the NRA’s establishment worried many American Jews, who feared that 
the changes this group was proposing posed a severe threat to religious freedom and 
minority rights in America. Although he admitted that the NRA had not yet become a 
mass movement, Isaac Leeser warned his readers that if this group ultimately succeeded 
“in rendering the faith of Christians a part of the supreme law of the country, [then] 
every one who dissents from it might then by a parity of reasoning be justly deprived 
of having his portion in the benefits conferred by the Constitution.” 

Only days after the group’s organizational meeting was held, on February 11, 1864, a 
delegation from the NRA traveled to Washington, D.C., to meet with Abraham Lincoln. 
They read aloud the text of a new preamble to the Constitution that John Alexander had 
drafted, and they urged Lincoln to support them in their effort to persuade Congress 
to Christianize the Constitution and permanently abolish slavery. 

According to the minutes of this meeting, which were published in 1873, Lincoln 
asked the NRA delegation to give him ample time to reflect on their proposal. “The 
work of amending the Constitution,” he told them, “should not be done hastily.” Lin- 
coln concluded by assuring them that he would act “upon it as my responsibility to our 
Maker and our country demands.” 

Before long, news began to spread that a delegation from the NRA had traveled to 
Washington in order to “win the President of the United States in favor of the [Christian 
amendment] measure.” Ina long and passionate essay, Rabbi Isaac M. Wise of Cincinnati 
disparaged the group’s aspirations and activities: 


We do not know how many members of Congress laugh over this joke; 
but so much we do know, many laughed about it and considered it not 
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Abraham Lincoln, 1864. Courtesy 
Library of Congress Prints and Photographs 





Division, Washington, D.C. 


worthwhile to lose a word on it. Its fate is decided, its doom is certain. We, 
the people of the United States who are no Presbyterians, are not such fools 
as to place the chains on our own limbs—We, the people of the United 
States who do acknowledge God as the source of all power, would not allow 
any body to impose religious dogmas on us contrary or agreeable to our 
conviction. We claim religious liberty to its full extent and please God we 
shall maintain it intact and unimpaired as it exists now.! 


Although the NRA continued to pursue its objectives throughout the remainder of 
the Lincoln administration, President Lincoln avoided taking any kind of public stance 
on the matter. Many years later, John Alexander recollected that a few months after 
the NRA delegation met with Lincoln, the president told an unnamed NRA member, 
in confidence, that he hoped a Christian amendment would pass during his second 
administration. “Therefore we believe,” Alexander insisted in 1894, “that if Lincoln 
had lived, he would have recommended the amendment of the Constitution making 
it Christian.”! 

It is not known whether or not Lincoln actually made such an “off the record” 
comment, but there can be no doubt that many leading American Jewish personalities 
disagreed strongly with Alexander’s assertion that Lincoln actually supported their 
cause and wanted to help them pass a Christian amendment during his second term. 
In the weeks following Lincoln’s assassination, many Jewish leaders pointedly described 
Abraham Lincoln as a man who was always ready to recognize—“in full”—American 
Jewry’s “claims to an equality before the law.” Isaac Leeser reminded the members of 
his congregation that Lincoln “was not guided by sectarian prejudices.” Prominent 
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lawyer and Jewish leader Philip J. Joachimsen (1817-90) insisted that Lincoln was the 
“banner-bearer of the Constitution and of the laws .. . [and he] refused to listen to in- 
timidation.” In eulogizing Lincoln, Philadelphia newspaper editor and Jewish communal 
leader Alfred T. Jones (1822-88) maintained that whenever the minority rights of Amer- 
ican Jewry had been impugned, Lincoln “promptly recognized our claims as a religious 
body to national protection, and acceded unhesitatingly to all our just demands.”4 

As time went on, Jews never tired of reminding the American nation that “there was 
no room for sectarian narrowness in [Lincoln, who] sought to unite the people at whose 
head he stood.”5 In 1911, Rabbi Nathan Krass (1880-1949) wrote an essay wherein he 
insisted that Lincoln was not a partisan of religious denominations but rather “a strong 
believer in the God of nations and the Providence of the human family.” Throughout 
the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, Jewish speakers like Krass repeatedly 
emphasized Lincoln’s universalism. They insisted that as far as Lincoln was concerned, 
“this is not a government of Christians nor a government of Jews, but a government 
of the people, for the people, and by the people.” For American Jewry, Lincoln was 
venerated as “the very incarnation of all that was just, true and manly, not only for the 
Christian, but for the Jew; not only for the white man, but for the negro; not only for 
the American, but for all men, no matter from what part of the world they came.”!8 

For all these reasons, American Jews persistently reassured themselves that the 
man who asserted that “a government cannot endure, permanently, half slave and half 
free” would similarly maintain that “liberty and sectarianism [constituted] ‘a house 
divided against itself’—a contradiction in terms.” 
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DOCUMENTS 


1. The National Reform Association Appeals to President Lincoln 
2. Rabbi Wise Comments on the Religious Amendment 
3. Isaac Leeser Condemns the Effort to “Engraft Christianity on the Constitution” 
4. The Board of Delegates of American Israelites Opposes a Religious Amendment 
5. A “Destructive Amendment”: Leeser’s Concern Intensifies 
6. The Board of Delegates of American Israelites Defends 

the Framers of the Constitution 


1. THE NATIONAL REFORM ASSOCIATION APPEALS TO PRESIDENT LINCOLN 


A delegation of prominent Christian clergymen and leaders from the NRA convention met 
with President Lincoln in Washington on February 11, 1864. The minutes of that meeting 
were preserved and later published. 

What is interesting in the following documents is the language they used in their 
proposal to Christianize the Constitution as well as the record of Lincoln’s response to 
their appeal. The NRA leaders hoped the president would embrace their cause, and they 
credited him for having “awakened a hope in the Christian people of this land.” Amaz- 
ingly, they declared themselves opposed to the idea of uniting church and state and clearly 
believed that a Christian amendment would not lead to this result. As long as the nation 
did not favor one Christian denomination over any other, they argued, the “wall of sep- 
aration” endured. A Christian America might very well be tolerant of non-Christians, 
but if the NRA amendment passed, the Christian character of America would become 
an unassailable fact.” 


The Religious Amendment of the Constitution Memorial to Congress 


To the Honorable, the Senate and House of Representatives, in Congress 
assembled: 

We, citizens of the United States, respectfully ask your Honorable bodies 
to adopt measures for amending the Constitution of the United States, so as 
to read, in substance, as follows: 


We, the people of the United States, [humbly acknowledging Almighty 
God as the source of all authority and power in civil government, the 
Lord Jesus Christ as the Ruler among the nations, and His revealed 
will as the supreme law of the land, in order to constitute a Christian 
government] and, in order to form a more perfect union, establish 
justice, insure domestic tranquility, provide for the common defense, 
promote the general welfare, [and secure the inalienable rights and 
the blessings of life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness to ourselves, 
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our posterity, and all the people,*] do ordain and establish this Con- 
stitution for the United States of America. 

*And further: that such changes with respect to the oath of of- 
fice, slavery, and all other matters, should be introduced into the 
body of the Constitution, as may be necessary to give effect to these 
amendments in the preamble. And we, your humble petitioners, will 
ever pray, etc. 


Resolved, That a special Committee be appointed to carry the Memorial to 
Washington, lay it before the President, and endeavor to get a special message 
to Congress on the subject and to lay said Memorial before Congress.#4 


Address to the President 


Mr. President:—The object for which we have taken the liberty of trespassing a 
moment on your precious time, can be explained in very few words. We are the 
representatives of a mass Convention of Christian people, without distinction 
of sect or denomination, which was held in Allegheny City, on the 27th and 
28th of January last; and we are instructed to lay before your Excellency the 
action of that Convention. 

We are encouraged, Mr. President, to hope that you will give the great 
object for which we pray, your cordial and powerful support, because you 
have already shown, by many significant acts of your administration, that the 
principle on which it rests is dear to your heart. This principle is our national 
responsibility to God, which you have expressly and repeatedly recognized. 
We remember that when, under one of your predecessors, an anti-Christian 
power had refused to treat with the United States, on the ground that we were 
a Christian nation, the objection was removed by the authoritative statement 
that we, as a nation, had no religion; also, that several of your predecessors 
refused, when earnestly importuned, to appoint days of national fasting and 
thanksgiving, for the same reason, whilst you, sir, within the space ofa single 
year, have thrice, by solemn proclamation, called us to either national fasting, 
humiliation and prayer, for our many and grievous sins, especially our sin 
of forgetting God, or to national thanksgiving for His unspeakable mercies. 

You, moreover, as no other of our Chief Magistrates ever did, have solemnly 
reminded us of the redeeming grace of our blessed Saviour, and of the author- 
ity of the Holy Scriptures over us as a people. By such acts as these, you have 
awakened a hope in the Christian people of this land, that you represent them 
in feeling and want of a distinct and plain recognition of the Divine authority 
in the Constitution of the United States. For we hold it most certain truth, that 
nations, as such, and not individuals alone, are the subjects of God’s moral 
government, are responsible to Him, and by Him are graciously rewarded for 
their obedience, or justly punished for their disobedience of His divine laws... . 
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We ask for no union of Church and State—that is a thing which we utterly 
repudiate; we ask for nothing inconsistent with the largest religious liberty, 
or the rights of conscience in any man. We represent no sectarian or denom- 
inational object, but one in which all who bear the Christian name, and all 
who have any regard for the Christian religion, can cordially agree; and one 
to secure which we are persuaded that any lawful and wise movement would 
call forth an overwhelming public sentiment in its support. 

We, therefore, do earnestly hope that you, our beloved Chief Magistrate, 
will not be indifferent in our prayer... 


The President replied as follows: 


Gentlemen:—The general aspect of your movement, I cordially approve. In 
regard to particulars, I must ask time to deliberate, as the work of amending 
the Constitution should not be done hastily. I will carefully examine your 
paper, in order more fully to comprehend its contents than is possible from 
merely hearing it read, and will take such action upon it as my responsibility 
to our Maker and our country demands.” 


2. RABBI WISE COMMENTS ON THE RELIGIOUS AMENDMENT 


In his editorial in the Israelite of June 5, 1863, Isaac M. Wise commented on the movement 
to amend the Constitution so as to explicitly recognize Christianity as the foundational 
religion of the United States. Wise points out the contradiction inherent in this proposal, 
which sought to append an unconstitutional “establishment of religion” on a document 
that itself prohibits any union of church and state. He also observes that the movement 
likely had sprung up at this time because “the nation is battling for its life,” and “the public 
mind,” being “unsettled and inflamed,” is susceptible to “agitation.” Wise appeals to his 
readers to be vigilant: “Who knows but that amid the distractions of the hour the hobby 
of changing the Constitution might be made a success?” 
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The Constitution and Religious Belief 


The subject of our caption, so often discussed in our columns, was handled 
so ably and impartially in the Methodist organ of Pittsburg, Pa., that we must 
lay it entirely before our readers. The leading points, it will be observed, are 
precisely like our own, and we republish them in proof of our assertion that 
the better class of Christian journals are reasonable on this point and con- 
template no attack on civil and religious liberty, on the contrary they oppose 
every violation of rights granted by the constitution. Fanatics and fools think 
and act otherwise, but their influence reaches not very far. 

Our contemporary says: The Convention that framed our National Con- 
stitution was composed of different religionists. The Catholic from Maryland, 
the Puritan from New England, the Episcopalian from Virginia, the Dutch 
Presbyterian from New York, and Lutheran from Pennsylvania, all assisted 
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in laying this cornerstone of our national edifice. This explains why the great 
charter of our liberties is wholly unsectarian, since no single class of religionists 
in the Convention could command a majority of all its votes. To an attentive 
observer of human events it looks like a providence, which brought about this 
state of affairs, and launched the nation upon its separate and independent 
history without sectarian bias and partialism. But from the foundations of the 
Republic the Constitution has been regarded by some as a godless and infidel 
document. It has not escaped their anathemas; but they have been so incon- 
siderable in numbers as to be insufficient for any serious work of agitation in 
times of peace. The conviction of this has kept them comparatively quiet in 
former times. But affairs are now changed. The nation is battling for its life. 
The public mind is unsettled and inflamed. And who knows but that amid 
the distractions of the hour the hobby of changing the Constitution might 
be made a success? What if it does increase the public agitation; fomenting 
dissensions instead of harmony; and by its controversies adding to the perils 
of the Government. Who would dare to put the national life in a balance 
against an abstract, sectarian theory. And so it was proposed to take advan- 
tage of our national sorrows in order to foist upon the people the scheme of 
modifying this Constitution. There it is in a nutshell. The time was opportune 
for agitators. 

The Constitution opposes a union of Church and State. It explicitly enjoins 
that “Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment of religion, or 
prohibit a free exercise thereof.” While this language remains unchanged, the 
Church and State in America must remain separate. And, who can wish their 
union. Who would be willing to celebrate their nuptials, or stand sponsor for 
their good behavior if the bonds of matrimony were cemented? Does not the 
history of European nations sufficiently demonstrate the sad and desolating 
effects of such a union? Where has the Church been married to the State and 
prospered, standing as a light of the nations, moving heaven and earth in 
regeneration of society? But the idea of uniting Church and State is usually 
disclaimed by public agitators, who are proposing to amend the Constitution. 
They know well the repugnance of the mind to such a measure, and avoid pro- 
viding its heavy opposition.—But the Constitution not only opposes a union of 
Church and State, it as much establishes the most perfect freedom in religious 
worship. Now if any religionists are oppressed by the Constitution; or if their 
religious liberties and immunities are in any just sense curtailed; then indeed 
should that great national document be amended. But who are so oppressed? 
In a national history of eighty-five years whose just religious privileges have 
been restricted or denied? Can the Constitution here be changed for the bet- 
ter? Shall the American people begin to impose restrictions upon the freedom 
of religious worship? Let him vote aye who will; the sense of the masses will 
array them, we trust, forever on the negative of the question, and in favor of 
the largest religious liberty compatible with the public safety. 


125 


THE MOVEMENT TO CHRISTIANIZE THE CONSTITUTION 


126 


The Constitution, however, does not once employ the name of God. This, 
it is thought by some, makes it an infidel document.—They want it to make “a 
recognition of God,” or “a recognition of Christianity.” Both these demands 
appear in the United Presbyterian of this week and since the editor of that 
paper admits that the Pittsburg agitators have erred in “attempting too much,” 
it is to be presumed that his propositions embrace the most moderate views. 
Does the simple omission of God’s name make an instrument of writing an 
anti-Christian or infidel document? The Book of Esther does not, we believe, 
mention the name of God. Is it an infidel document[?] Neither does the Song 
of Solomon. Is it too an infidel document? Would this justify a revision and 
amendment of the canon of Scripture? Yet if the reason is valid in one case, it 
is not less so in the other. But is this advocated amendment of the Constitution 
possible without restricting the religious freedom of some classes—without 
imposing restraints upon Jews and Deists? We believe these classes of men in 
error.—For long years we have taught this publicly and from place to place. 
But is that any reason why we should restrain their religious freedom and 
persecute them? Did Christ and the apostles so teach? And would persecution 
rectify their error and correct their faith? The answer of all history is in the 
negative. Error persecuted finds sympathy and spreads. It is idle to say that 
the advocated amendments of the Constitution can be ingrafted upon that 
instrument without restraining the liberties of any. And the American nation 
may well pause before it consents to abandon its present liberal policy for a 
history of persecution and bigotry. 

But what do agitators want? Must God and Christianity be explicitly named 
in order to their substantial recognition? Can they not be recognized by ad- 
vocating the principles they embody, and represent and teach? And does not 
the Constitution make this recognition of them? We do not grant what agita- 
tors fondly assume, that the Constitution makes no recognition of God and 
Christianity. It does recognize them. It teaches, as but few human documents 
ever taught, the principles that God and Christianity embody and underlie. 
An inspection of the Constitution will show this. And the history of the nation 
shows it as well. In 1776 the Continental Congress proclaimed a fast—the second 
ordered by the same authority. Congress then “Resolved, That it becomes the 
duty of these hitherto free and happy colonies, with true penitence of heart and 
most reverend devotion, publicly to acknowledge the overruling providence of 
God. Congress therefore earnestly recommends... . a day of fasting, humiliation 
and prayer that we may, by a sincere repentance and amendment of life, through 
the merit and mediation of Jesus Christ, obtain his pardon; and... that he would 
graciously bless our people, and grant that a spirit of incorruptible patriotism and 
pure and undefiled religion may universally prevail.” We but recently observed a 
national fast appointed by very similar language. It was requested by Congress 
and President Lincoln, in its appointment says: “That it is the duty of nations, as 
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well as men, to own their dependence on the overruling providence of God... and 
to recognize the sublime truth announced in the Sacred Scriptures, and proven 
by all history, that those nations only are blessed whose God is the Lord.” And 
the President also expresses his sorrow that “we have become too self-sufficient 
to feel the necessity of redeeming and preserving grace,” thus recognizing the 
atonement in all its untold influences upon man. Has not the nation, without 
violating the Constitution, thus made public recognition of God, and Christ, 
and Christianity? What more can agitators want? Would they cast away the 
substance by grasping a mere shadow? But public agitators are perhaps a nec- 
essary evil. If the amendments proposed were granted, others still would be 
demanded. Restless spirits will always abound. Changes will never cease to 
be agitated. It will be safe, and pious, and godlike for the American people to 
conclude that our National Constitution shall never be changed till it is proven 
an oppressive and illiberal document. This no man can show.” 


3. ISAAC LEESER CONDEMNS THE EFFORT TO “ENGRAFT 
CHRISTIANITY ON THE CONSTITUTION” 


The Occident and American Jewish Advocate, a monthly periodical edited by Isaac Leeser, 
published from 1843 through 1869, was dedicated to informing the Jewish public about issues 
that pertained to Jewish literature, religion, politics, and culture. In the following selection 
from the August 1863 issue, Leeser—like his counterpart, Isaac M. Wise—warned his read- 
ers about the movement to “Christianize” the Constitution. If the Constitution were to be 
thus amended, he wrote, all non-Protestant individuals (Catholics, Deists, Unitarians, and 
Quakers, as well as Jews) could be “crushed under the wheels of the new Juggernaut” and 
deprived of their civil rights on account of their religious opinions. 


A Ministerial Amendment to the Constitution 


We would therefore now draw attention to the present effort to engraft Chris- 
tianity on the Constitution, by which all who do not admit it as true, may ulti- 
mately be excluded from every participation in the government of the country. 
We trust indeed that the attempt, renewed ever so often, may prove futile, and 
as nugatory and insignificant as the two meetings in Allegheny and its twin city, 
Pittsburgh, have as yet proved. But we would warn all who are interested in the 
maintenance of the Constitution as it was made by the sages of the revolution, 
who stood a head and shoulder higher than the men of the present age, not to 
allow such views as now propounded to go abroad without watching closely 
the progress of things. As in other agitations, the party now small may become 
gradually the vast majority, and it requires no great stretch of the imagination 
to conceive the possibility of so powerful a combination of all the protestant 
sects, that Catholics, Jews, Unitarians, Deists, Quakers, and other dissenters 
may be crushed under the wheels of the new Juggernaut which is now in the 
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process of erection. It is true that the interests of the various sectarians are 
apparently not easily reconciled; and that whenever power should be obtained, 
they may quarrel among themselves over the distribution of the spoils of vic- 
tory. But this would be no satisfaction at all to those who would have suffered 
the loss of their political and religious equality; besides which, the re-obtaining 
of the precious treasure of equal rights would be opposed unanimously by the 
spoilers, notwithstanding the diversity of sentiment among themselves. Do we 
not see now the exemplication [sic] in Prussia, where the constitution declares 
that no citizen shall be deprived of any rights on account of religion, and still 
the claim of Israelites is constantly evaded by the arbitrary interpretation which 
ministers of all the various parties, as they obtain office, have contrived to put 
on the laws of the land? The people are with the Israelites by vast majorities; 
but the Christian State party understand after all how to avoid doing justice 
to a large, most intelligent, honorable, influential, and patriotic portion of the 
community. We do not say that it is probable that a similar result may be wit- 
nessed in the United States; we rather think, it will take a long while before it 
can occur, if ever; but we speak of a possibility of the evil developing itself with 
irresistible force at some day; and we therefore enter our protest now against 
it in its inception, that should it become a reality at the distant day, it may 
be known, that honest Israelites were very early cognizant of the conspiracy 
against human liberty, in the fullest sense of the word. 

Now there is no question to our mind, that there are many zealous men, 
we might call them without offence fanatics in the maintenance of their opin- 
ions, who deem Christianity the only safe rule of governing in the State, and 
who will leave no effort untried to engraft it on the Constitution, from the 
conviction of the justice of its being done. But we think that the claim to a 
power of this kind must prove injurious; and hence we trust that all who feel 
that they may be injured thereby will carefully watch the coming events, and 
throw their influence in the scale of the opponents of the measure, even if no 
success should follow, to check the power of the assailants. In this country it 
is not likely that the Romish faction will obtain an overpowering influence 
for years to come. We have indeed nothing to expect from them, should they 
get the superiority; and we would warn Israelites not to be misled by the blan- 
dishments which they know so well how to offer, to entrust their priests and 
nuns with the education of our children. But at present they would be as much 
injured as we, should the religious element be engrafted on the constitution; 
for they would find it difficult to contend against a united protestant body. We 
may therefore expect that should the question grow into larger dimensions, 
we should not be left alone to contend for human rights, but find support no 
less from our ancient oppressors than from persons indifferent to all religion, 
not from love for Israelites and those who would be excluded under the new 
state of things, but from a sense of common danger. 
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Some readers may deem that we are alarmed without cause. Perhaps it is 
so. But there is no certainty, we repeat, that the danger is imaginary. It will not 
hurt us, at least, to be on our guard against surprise; and we have discharged a 
duty in simply recording, in order to warn the unwary, the second attempt to 
transfer the idea of the Christian state to American soil, the boast of which has 
hitherto been that here all men might worship God according to the dictates 
of their conscience, which right would surely be greatly circumscribed were 
the messiahship of the man of Nazareth engrafted on the fundamental law of 
the country. We could easily extend this article to much larger dimensions; we 
however forbear, content to let our readers form their own conclusions from 
premises as clear to them as they are to us, especially as their interest in the 
result cannot be inferior to ours. For it requires no long argument to demon- 
strate, that, if the agitators should succeed in rendering the faith of Christians 
a part of the supreme law of the country, every one who dissents from it might 
then by a parity of reasoning be justly deprived of having his portion in the 
benefits conferred by the Constitution; and thus persecution for opinions’ sake 
would be the next legitimate and inevitable step.”4 


4. THE BOARD OF DELEGATES OF AMERICAN ISRAELITES 
OPPOSES A RELIGIOUS AMENDMENT 


At its December 11, 1864, meeting, the leaders of the Board of Delegates of American 
Israelites resolved that action must be taken to oppose the movement that sought to 
Christianize the U.S. Constitution. The BODAI decided that if the National Convention 
to Secure the Religious Amendment of the Constitution presented a “Memorial” urging 
the U.S. Congress to adopt such an amendment, then it would prepare and submit a 
counter-memorial to Congress. 


Ata meeting of the Executive Committee of the Board of Delegates held on Wednes- 
day, December 11th, 1864. 
Present: Rev. I[saac] Leeser, VP in the Chair, Messrs. [Henry] Josephi, 
[Lawrence] Myers, [Abraham] Hart & [Ellis] Joseph. 
The reading of minutes of last meeting was on motion dispensed with. 
The Committee on Conference with the Presidents of City Congregations 
reported progress. 
Accepted. 
The Chairman stated the object of the meeting to be the taking of proper 
action with reference to the projected Constitutional amendment recognizing 
Christianity. 
Moved Seconded That the Executive Committee will watch with care and 
solicitude the proceeding inaugurated at the recent Convention at Philadelphia, 
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looking to an amendment of the U.S. Constitution recognizing Christianity 
that in the event of a memorial being presented to Congress praying for such 
Amendment, this Committee will cause a counter-memorial to be prepared 
& submitted to Congress, with the endorsement of friends of civil religious 
liberty of whatever denomination. 
Carried 
Moved & Seconded that Mr. Myers be added to the Committee on Con- 
ference with the Presidents of un-represented congregations. 
Carried 
Moved & Seconded that Mr. Hezekiah Kohn be chosen a member of the 
Executive Committee in place of Mr. Berlin. 
Carried 
Letter of Sir Moses Montefiore was received and ordered on file. 
The Chairman brought to the attention of the Committee the project for 
a Jewish College which had been initiated at Philadelphia & also the projects 
Free Schools at New York. 
On motion, adjourned 
Mlyer] S. Isaacs, 
Sec’y*5 


5. A “DESTRUCTIVE AMENDMENT”: LEESER’S CONCERN INTENSIFIES 


A year after the initial meeting of the National Convention to Secure the Religious 
Amendment of the Constitution, the movement appeared to be gaining momentum. 
The proponents met twice more in 1864, and news of their intentions continued to 
appear in the press. 

In January 1865, Isaac Leeser wrote a blistering article in his journal, the Occident 
and American Jewish Advocate. Leeser titled this essay “Rishuth,”?° which he defined as 
“religious intolerance.” He asserted that the movement in favor of changing the Consti- 
tution had been gaining momentum in large part due to widespread belief that God was 
so displeased by his having been excluded from the nation’s founding documents that he 
was punishing the nation by prolonging the Civil War and its wanton bloodshed. 

Leeser “grieved” over the emotional enthusiasm of this movement. He insisted that 
those who advocated this plan—some of whom were his personal acquaintances—were 
likely “to destroy the liberty of conscience, and to burden the limbs of free America with 
the shackles which... enslaved Europe.” 

The following excerpt taken from the article’s first section concludes with an exhor- 
tation to Jews to “defend the cause... of Israel” and refrain from thinking that “days of 
evil can not come in this land of freedom and in this enlightened century.” 


Rishuth 


The day we are commencing this article happens to be the first day of Kislev, 
coinciding with the 30th of November, and we find in the papers of this 
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morning (we wish to be particular regarding dates and places in quality of a 
chronicler for future reference,) that a convention of friends for certain pro- 
posed amendments to the Constitution of the United States assembled yester- 
day, November 29, at the West Arch street Presbyterian church. We introduce 
the subject under a name which is no doubt new to many American Israelites, 
although sufficiently well known, and alas! too bitterly experienced and re- 
membered by natives of Europe, Asia and Africa, and means, in its general 
acceptation, the bigoted spirit of intolerance on account of religion displayed 
by those having different faiths towards the descendants of Abraham. The 
liberalists of Europe have been in the habit of looking towards America, and 
with full justice, as the land of free development of the human mind, where 
the question of belief placed no bar of enmity or exclusion between the various 
inhabitants, upon all of whom the same sun of equality was shedding his be- 
neficent rays. The Constitution which guarantied this equality still exists on 
paper; but we grieve to record that there are men, even among our own personal 
Christian acquaintances, now at work to destroy the liberty of conscience, and 
to burden the limbs of free America with the shackles which the once enslaved 
Europe is fast casting away, guided by the higher development of the human 
intellect, which acknowledges no arbiter of faith except the Creator, who is 
great enough and wise enough to punish all offences against his majesty, with- 
out invoking the puny aid of fallible mortals. It is humiliating to behold men 
of influence, and of more than average mortal powers, acting as pioneers in 
the work of digging the grave of religious liberty and social equality; but it is 
after all a return to the first principles of the dominant religion on this conti- 
nent, “that who is not for us is against us,” and we are neither surprised nor 
terrified at this daring attempt to make Protestantism do in America what 
Romanism has failed to accomplish in the Old World, to wit:—introduce a 
uniformity of belief, and afterwards of practice, in accordance with what may 
be deemed by the conquering party of the doctrines of Christianity. We use 
the italicised word with due deliberation; for until one sect, or at least a com- 
bination of sects, has made its exposition of Christianity the accepted views 
by the vast majority of the inhabitants of the country, no serious thought of 
any amendment to the Constitution can be thought of, and many years must 
elapse before this contingency will occur; since so many individuals and sects 
are interested in preserving their right to free thought, that the march of the 
exclusive policy must be more or less slow. At the same time we are free to 
confess that the success of the new movement is not impossible, nor even 
improbable. Four years ago it was merely a speck in the political horizon, when 
one of the numerous branches of the Presbyterian church, sitting at Allegheny 
city, Pennsylvania, first publicly broached the subject, and sent a memorial to 
Congress by the hands of Senator Sumner of Massachusetts, of which trans- 
action we took notice in No. 43 of our eighteenth volume, which was issued 
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weekly. But at this day those who sit in the council of the exclusionists are 
members of various evangelical sects, and a former governor of Pennsylvania, 
and at present director of the U.S. Mint, does not disdain the post of honor to 
preside over their deliberations. Four years were in olden days but a small 
portion of time. But at the present period events jostle each other so rapidly, 
that months suffice to do the work which formerly required years to mature, 
and it is therefore possible that the movement to Christianizing the Constitu- 
tion may be speedily brought into Congress, say within a space of fourteen 
months, with some chance of being favorably received, if the ruling party should 
choose to consider it compatible with its interests to have the matter there 
agitated. We will honestly state our impression that the executive himself en- 
tertains no opinions in common with the present convention; on the contrary 
we think ourself justified in supposing that he is liberal in religious matters; 
but it is still possible on the other hand, that his supporters may not wait for 
his consent, or rather bring the subject up in Congress for debate against his 
wishes. We would not hazard a long peep into the arcana of the future as to 
the result,—we might perchance be deceived; but we do not venture on debat- 
able ground in asserting that religious intolerance, Rishuth proper, is increasing 
in this country on the one hand, while rank infidelity, including the spiritual 
manifestation madness, is extending with equal rapidity on the other. The 
present civil war, which has developed the capacity for hateful passions in the 
people in both sections to an alarming extent, has cast a veil over the beneficent 
light of sober reason, and the effect on the moral future of the country does 
not promise to be what a philanthropist might desire, though here too, the 
calculations of the timid may fail and disappoint him agreeably by an emerging 
of the republic unscathed from the fiery trial. But there can be no question 
that the war has a powerful tendency to harmonize the gloomy spirits who 
regard themselves in every age as the chosen instruments of Providence, and 
called upon to purge the earth from those evils which they esteem as the cause 
of the pouring forth of the divine wrath which afflicts the land. It is possible 
also that the influence of such men over the masses may increase with the 
augmentation of the sorrows and poverty incident to such a contest, as is now 
waged in America, which is gradually extending its blighting hand into the 
family circle of every cottage and palace, so that but few houses will be dis- 
coverable, in which some member has not been stricken down, or which has 
not to mourn the absence of some beloved relative who languishes in prison 
or hospital; since it is easily conceivable that the gloom felt by the leaders of 
the people will be transmitted to others not before impressible by serious re- 
flection. Let it be also considered that the Christian sects count their followers 
by the millions and their churches by the thousands; and that almost daily the 
ministers have thus the opportunity to come before large audiences in town 
and country, and expatiate on the sinfulness of the land, which they may aver, 
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as has no doubt been done in the convention in this city, is the absence of the 
Christian element in the Constitution. Is it not then likely that the people at 
large, under the state of mental depression which must extend itself gradually, 
notwithstanding that so many butterflies of fashion whirl along in the mazes 
of extravagance while hovering on the brink ofa volcano, may gradually yield 
to the united onslaught which will unquestionably be made under the impulse 
now given by the ministerial phalanx, and demand the amendment to the Con- 
stitution, which is all that is needed (so will the agitators say) to reconcile God 
to the land, and grant it peace, as some may sincerely wish, or the extermination 
of, or at least a crushing victory over their enemies, as the vast many other 
desire? The leaders will say, that the Lord is not with the armies of the republic, 
because the Constitution does not recognise His existence in so many words; 
that the mediator, whom they believe in, has not thought proper to intercede 
for them, because his name does not head the civil compact under which the 
people united to form a government, and that no prosperity can be hoped for 
by armies and fleets, until the sacred Scriptures are made the nominal basis 
of legislation,—we say nominal, for we have no idea that the agitators honestly 
mean to be governed by the Ten Commandments even, not to mention the 
whole “Book of the Law of the Lord,” which they declare in their presumption 
as abrogated and worn out. The people who have no other ideas propounded, 
who will see nothing in print to counteract them, who are blindly attached to 
the lead of their teachers, will naturally give their assent to propositions so 
plausibly laid before them, and to which they are naturally inclined by their 
early training and all their surroundings. Let it be farther recollected that the 
representatives in the state and Union legislatures are elected by the kind of 
constituencies just referred to, that is those under the leadership of the agitating 
clergy who are perhaps hypocritically, yet actively, engaged in urging the de- 
struction of one of the vital principles of the federal compact, and that such 
delegates are very apt to share the prejudices of their electors, or at least profess 
to do so, in order to gain the proper influence, offices and emoluments incident 
to power: and you have a well-grounded probability that an attempt will be 
made in Congress, with or without the assent of the chief executive, to engraft 
Trinitarian Christianity on the Constitution, as an atonement to God for past 
neglect of the supposed duty. 

We have said, that we do not apprehend that the attempted treason will 
soon succeed; still there is no question but that the number of conspirators 
will increase every year, as long as the causes which have fostered the rise 
of the agitation will be operative; and no man is wise enough to fix a period 
when they will cease. For even if the war should suddenly terminate now, the 
elements are too much excited to be speedily calmed down, and the stimulus, 
which has set the springs in motion, will continue to act, though the apparent 
motive should exist no longer. If we edited a political magazine, we might 
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branch off into details; but religion and its interests are all that we have a legit- 
imate right to handle: we must discuss the subject, and confine ourself to the 
religious development before us.—In this respect we would call the attention 
of our readers to a duty which rests upon them, to watch the course of events 
carefully and cautiously, not to rush into violent excitements on account of 
the conspiracy which is slowly unrolled before them; but to contribute by 
their silent, yet energetic action through the ballot, and by pen and speech, 
to rebuke the sacrilegious attack which ambitious sectarians even now aim at 
the Constitution, which has protected for nearly eighty years, with a common 
aegis, the religious liberty of all the inhabitants of the land, so that even the 
bondmen in the South had freedom of worship, although their bodies were 
subjected to masters, and their labor exerted for those who claimed them as 
their own. It is however useless for them to argue with the agitators; they are 
perfectly aware of their own iniquity; many, we are sure, do not believe in the 
efficacy of their acts to propitiate the favor of God, as they only labor for an 
end exceedingly worldly, and this is power. But the whole community is not 
yet mad; and it is wise therefore to unite with the calm and considerate of all 
persuasions and modes of thinking, to avert the evil threatening all who differ 
from the agitators. All however, who love liberty for its own sake, should exert 
themselves without delay; for possibly the time of trial will come, unless some 
new direction should be given speedily to public opinion, and divert it from the 
contemplated movement. We must also be prepared, notwithstanding all hon- 
est opposition to the iniquity, to see the destructive amendment incorporated 
into the Constitution, and to find ourselves thus aliens in a land where we had 
hoped for permanent freedom and equality. But should this be the result of our 
deceived hopes, we trust that the ancient energy of Israel will show itself again 
as capable as of old to rise above the trials of the hour, and to glorify the name 
of the Lord amidst the seclusion of our own firesides, though our lot be again 
that of humbleness and oppression. In the meantime, while waiting for the full 
development of the painful drama which it is possible we may have to witness, 
let all Israelites endeavor to demean themselves so as to give their opponents 
no cause to charge them with any acts unbecoming their holy ancestry, and 
to call into being institutions which will dignify their name, and be an honor 
to their religion, and see to it that they train representative men who will be 
able to seize the pen in the hour of need and to utter the living word, when 
occasion calls on us to defend the cause and fair fame of Israel. Much can be 
done by us if we only will employ earnestly and properly, as well as promptly, 
the means at our command, and let no one think that it is time enough here- 
after to work. Now is the acceptable time, even while our opponents attempt to 
forge new chains wherewith to bind our conscience,—now let us work, while 
as yet no restrictions have been contrived to lame our efforts, and let no one 
in his fancied security think that the days of evil can not come in this land of 
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freedom and in this enlightened century. What has been can be again, and 
crimes formerly committed are possible again even now. Perhaps there is a 
providence in all this to wake us out of our lethargy that we may cling closer 
to God than to worldly things; if so, let us bless the tempest that will purify 
the atmosphere of our supineness, and kiss reverently the rod that is lifted up 
to chastise us for our salvation. 


6. THE BOARD OF DELEGATES OF AMERICAN ISRAELITES 
DEFENDS THE FRAMERS OF THE CONSTITUTION 


As promised, the BODAI quickly submitted a “counter-memorial” in response to the 
one Congress received from the proponents of the Christian amendment. The BODAI’s 
“Memorial,” dated January 30, 1865, challenged the wisdom of the amendment desired by 
a “conference of ministers and laymen of various denominations.” The memorial points 
out that the Christian faith is in need of no such bolstering from the Constitution, and it 
insists that the revolutionary patriots who framed the Constitution deliberately intended 
to “establish a perfect equality for all modes of belief.” 


To the Honorable the Senate and House of Representatives of the United States 
of America in Congress assembled: 

The Executive Committee of the Board of Delegates of the American Is- 
raelites respectfully show, that your memorialists are a permanent executive 
committee from a conference representing about forty congregations of Isra- 
elites in various parts of the United States, and have been appointed to watch 
over all occurrences which may interest the Israelites in their social, religious 
and political concerns. As such your memorialists approach your honorable 
bodies at this juncture, to protest energetically against the amendments to the 
preamble of the Constitution of the United States as prayed for in the memorial 
of the Presbytery of Cincinnati, dated September 2oth, 1864, and signed by 
A.J. Reynolds and twenty-one others, and against any changes in the various 
articles of the Constitution, to make them agree with the amendments as 
suggested by a conference of ministers and laymen of various denominations 
held at Philadelphia, on the 29th and 30th of November, 1864, and which, no 
doubt, have been or will be presented to Congress at this or the next session. 

Your memorialists take this early opportunity to offer their protest, fearing 
that an entire silence on their part might embolden the persons who seek to 
deprive them of their inalienable rights which they have hitherto enjoyed under 
the Constitution, as it was made by the fathers of the Republic, to say, that the 
universal voice of the country demands the amendment to the Constitution, 
so as to introduce Christianity as the recognized religion of the land, and thus 
to prejudice the minds of your honorable bodies in favor to the changes, under 
the impression that no one would be injured by their adoption. 
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Your memorialists, too, represent many whose fathers and predecessors 
came to America to enjoy civil and religious liberty. Many of their fathers 
and friends fought in the war of the revolution, and aided to achieve the in- 
dependence of the country in the contest the colonies waged against Great 
Britain. Others of those who profess our religion came to this land, called 
hither to participate in the religious freedom which they were told in their 
native countries was the common inheritance of all inhabitants of the Union, 
let their birthplace be what it may. Many had suffered exclusion from certain 
rights of man because of their religion, which they cherish as their dearest 
birthright; as it has been the harbinger of civilization, and has conferred the 
greatest blessings on the world in sacred books which compose the Bible, and 
which they have preserved amidst all the trials and banishments which have 
afflicted them. Your memorialists appeal to their history in this country and 
challenge comparison with the best of other persuasions as to their morality, 
frugality, honesty and industry. They contend that, notwithstanding many 
discouraging circumstances, many a bitter prejudice to which their name and 
descent have subjected them, they have contributed their full share, according 
to their numbers, to the prosperity and development of the country. They had 
trusted that here, where liberty was guaranteed to all by the charter which the 
people through their highly endowed delegates devised in 1787, they would be 
left in peace to pursue the course which Providence in His wisdom has marked 
out for them in history and revelation. But they observe with the deepest re- 
gret that they are threatened with a total withdrawal of their precious rights 
as citizens equal with any others, by introducing a Christian element in the 
Constitution. They recognize the full right of every man to worship God as 
his conscience impels him; they claim no right to denounce the Christian, 
Mahomedan or heathen, for not worshipping the God of Abraham, Isaac and 
Jacob, or not obeying the laws of Moses as they do. They protest, therefore, 
against any acts of their fellow citizens calculated to deprive them of their 
fullest right to pursue their own conscientious convictions. 

The Convention which framed the Constitution was composed of men who 
surely had full faith in the Creator. Their history proves them not to have been 
without trust in God. Their not reciting their own creed or any creed in the 
preamble to the Constitution was owing solely, as your memorialists conceive, 
to their desire to establish a perfect equality for all modes of belief, leaving it 
to every one to choose for himself what persuasion he might desire to follow. 
Your memorialists honestly believe, that this omission of a creed has not been 
hurtful to Christianity, any more than Judaism. For while the people repre- 
sented by your petitioners are still a very small minority, the Christian sects 
number hundreds of thousands, and the spire of a village church is seen near 
the public school in every vale, and near almost every mountain-top. Schools 
and colleges are everywhere erected, and the press urged by the energetic power 
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of steam distributes Bibles, books, tracts and cards of Christian teaching, not 
alone over the entire country, but even in savage lands where the enthusiastic 
missionary endeavors to diffuse the religion which he professes. Your memo- 
rialists cannot believe that the land is cursed by God, because He has not been 
recognized in the Constitution, or else they would respectfully ask why have 
eighty years of prosperity blessed it on land and sea, in its basket and kneading 
trough, in the field and city, on going out and coming in? It is in vain to say, 
that the absence of a national creed renders this an atheistical nation; for the 
deeds of our people prove the contrary; but were it even otherwise, it would 
be akin to blasphemy to assert that the offended Deity should be appeased by 
mere words, which a dialectitian can twist to suit his own purposes, and not 
accept of works which are the true evidences of conviction. 

If your memorialists could have the opportunity to appear in person before 
the proper committees of your honorable bodies, they have no doubt, but that 
they could offer you many reasons for withholding your assent to the petition 
from the Cincinnati Presbytery and other similar religious bodies; but they 
forbear at present, for fear of wearying you, from doing more than presenting 
their brief protest with a few reasons for it, in the firm hope that you may leave 
the work of the revolutionary heroes of America unchanged as regards the 
equality of all citizens of the land under the organic law, no matter what their 
religious persuasion may be, by not introducing any clause or clauses which 
could give to any one more prerogatives than others possess, or only permit 
some to reside here by the sufferance or toleration of others. 

And your Memorialists will ever pray.” 
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“A Great Man in Israel Has Fallen”: 
American Jewry Mourns Lincoln 


n Saturday morning, April 15, 1865, as the American people awoke and began their 
day, the shocking news of the president’s assassination began to spread. Through- 

out the nation, many Jews were making their way to their synagogues; the day was not 
only the Jewish Sabbath but also the fifth day of the joyous Passover festival. American 
Jews had conducted their Passover seders in their homes on the evenings of April 10 
and 11, the preceding Monday and Tuesday. More Jews than usual would have planned 
to attend prayer services on this special Sabbath, which occurred during the eight-day 
long Passover holiday.! Indeed, many American Jews first learned their president had 
been murdered while they were walking to synagogue or shortly after they had arrived. 
Like their fellow citizens, they were overcome with grief and sorrow. 

Writing only days after the assassination, Rabbi Isaac M. Wise tried to convey 
a sense of the all-encompassing sorrow that enveloped the streets of Cincinnati: 
“The old man wept—the old woman wept—the soldier, the statesman, the native and 
the foreigner—all, all wept. Friends, when grief is universal—when enemies join in the 
general lamentations—a great man must have fallen! And Lincoln was a great man.” 

In an effort to console their forlorn congregants, American rabbis spontaneously 
addressed themselves to the shocking event. Some of these unrehearsed comments 
were captured by newspaper correspondents who published a summary of the extem- 
poraneous remarks the following day. At San Francisco’s Congregation Emanu-El, for 
example, the distressing news stunned Rabbi Elkan Cohn (1820-89) so profoundly that 
he literally burst into tears and became momentarily “senseless.” Once he had pulled 
himself together, Cohn did his best to break the news to his congregation: “Beloved 
Brethren! ... lam scarcely able to command my feelings, and to express before you the 
sad calamity that has befallen our beloved country. Who might believe it! Our revered 
President Abraham Lincoln, the twice anointed high priest in the sanctuary of our 
Republic, has fallen a bloody victim to treason and assassination, and is no more... . 
Oh, the beloved of our heart is fallen . . .”3 

In New York, Rabbi Samuel Adler (1809-91) of Congregation Emanu-E] “attempted 
to say a few words of consolation to his congregation, but was himself so much overcome 
with grief that, after an earnest, impressive prayer for the government and the nation, 
he was compelled to desist.”4 
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Temple Emanu-El on Twelfth Street in 

_ New York City, 1854-66. Centenary Celebra- 
tion of Congregation Emanu-El, 1845-1866 (New 
York: Comet Press, 1945). Courtesy The Jacob Rader 


Marcus Center of the American Jewish Archives, 





at the Hebrew Union College-Jewish Institute of 
-, <r. Religion, Cincinnati, Ohio. 


Rabbi Max Lilienthal left a similarly vivid description of the effect the sad news 
had on the Jewish community of Cincinnati: 


Oh, on the fatal Saturday morning that brought us such gloomy tidings, 
when receiving our morning papers, we were only prepared to read the 
festivities of the nation, and to enjoy once more the jubilee of the past day. 
We hurried to the telegraphic dispatches—what letters are these? What 
do they mean? We were unwilling to trust our senses; we thought in the 
dizziness of yesterday’s feast we had forgotten our letters, had unlearned 
our spelling; we could at first not realize the stern truth. But when we 
recovered from our first shock—when we became convinced of the ter- 
rible reality—then the heart of the nation stood still, breathless, lifeless, 
paralyzed! And when tears began to relieve our stupefaction, the lips were 
quivering and shivering with the heart-rending exclamation: O God, our 
good President has been assassinated!> 


In houses of worship throughout the nation, religious leaders eulogized Abraham 
Lincoln. An analysis of more than 300 sermons delivered by northern Protestant min- 
isters sheds much light on the sentiments of sorrow and loss that shrouded Christian 
Americans across the Union in the wake of the assassination. In consoling their parish- 
ioners, Protestant ministers expressed a number of common themes. Almost all these 
church sermons addressed themselves to Lincoln’s extraordinary character. Without 
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exception, the ministers praised Lincoln as a heroic leader and an unusually fine hu- 
man being. They reminded their people that, as the nation’s chief magistrate during a 
grave period of crisis, Lincoln never lost sight of the country’s most important values: 
an insoluble union, a government by the people, a commitment to the inalienable right 
of freedom for all human beings, and a faithful belief in God Almighty. He was, they 
preached, a truly honest, forthright, humble, intelligent, and moral human being.® 

The fact that Lincoln was shot on Good Friday prompted many to compare the 
martyred president to Jesus Christ. Both pastors and politicians pondered whether Lin- 
coln’s death was the final expiation for the nation’s sins. The Reverend Cephas Bennett 
Crane (1833-1917) of South Baptist Church of Hartford, Connecticut, told his people 
that “Jesus Christ died for the world [and] Abraham Lincoln died for his country.” 
Ohio congressman James A. Garfield, a man who sixteen years later would become the 
second American president to be assassinated, famously remarked: “It may be almost 
impious to say it, but it does seem that Lincoln’s death parallels that of the son of God.”” 

Like Christian clerics, American rabbis took to their pulpits to eulogize the slain 
leader. Some of these rabbinic eulogies appeared in local newspapers, and many others 
were subsequently published separately as monographs. Not surprisingly, Jewish preach- 
ers made no mention of Lincoln having died for the nation’s sins. Yet many classified 
his death as a form of martyrdom, and a few rabbis actually referred to Lincoln as the 
nation’s “messiah.” The themes these Jewish preachers employed in eulogizing the fallen 
president had much in common with those used by non-Jewish religious leaders. Above 
all, they lauded Lincoln’s accomplishments as a leader and heaped praise on him as a 
truly fine human being: “Who was Abraham Lincoln? The first labourer-President! Of 
his antecedents nothing could be said, but that he had risen by his own energies from 
the lowest sphere of life. He had battled with all kinds of personal difficulties, and had 
overcome them; he had struggled against all obstacles, and had conquered them; and 
by his sagacity, energy and unsophisticated honesty, had succeeded to be elected to fill 
the greatest office in the hands of the people.”$ 

Lincoln, the rabbis resolutely eulogized, was more than a national “hero and pa- 
triot.” They insisted that Lincoln belonged to the entire nation and was a “friend of 
the people, the poor and the slave.” The fallen president had “a smile for everyone and 
everything, with the welcoming grasp and winning word.” He was “stern to himself 
[but] lenient towards others.” As if with one voice, the rabbis prophesied that Lincoln’s 
name would be as “immortal as the truth of [his] teaching.”® 

In spite of the fact that one can find many commonplaces in the Lincoln eulogies 
preached by both Jewish and Christian clergy, one cannot help but notice that many 
of the Jewish obsequies gave voice to a new and significant idea that appeared nowhere 
in the Protestant funeral sermons. Inside the synagogues of America, the martyred 
president was also being lauded as a Jewish hero. In some instances, this notion was con- 
veyed through the power of suggestion and literary metaphor. Yet some of these Jewish 
preachers unhesitatingly insisted that Abraham Lincoln was their spiritual kinsman. 
Rabbi Max Lilienthal expressed the sentiments of many Jews when, quoting directly 
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from the book of Samuel, he stoutly proclaimed: “Indeed, a great man has fallen in Is- 
rael! ... We revered him, we loved him, we regarded him as a man of superior destiny.” 

Lincoln’s responsiveness to the needs of American Jewry during the course of his 
presidency constituted the basis for the special esteem and affection he merited among 
Jewish mourners. The rabbis insisted that Lincoln’s unswerving commitment to the 
American ideals of freedom and justice drove him to preserve and enhance the rights 
of Jews as American citizens. Rabbi Isaac Leeser of Philadelphia, who played an active 
role in many of the Jewish controversies that came to Lincoln’s attention, was so shaken 
by the assassination that he found it difficult to preach. During the Passover seder that 
had occurred only a few days earlier, on April 9, 1865, Leeser became so emotionally 
overwrought when he heard that General Robert E. Lee had surrendered at Appomattox 
“that he had to stop the Service.” Less than a week later, news of Lincoln’s assassination 
upset him so profoundly he found it difficult to organize his thoughts, and he implored 
his congregation to forgive him for speaking in such a “disconnected manner.” Over- 
come by grief and emotion, Leeser managed to point out that American Jews were 
particularly indebted to Lincoln because of his efforts to address the injustices of the 
chaplaincy controversy and General Orders No. 11. “These instances,” Leeser declared, 
“speak loudly for the natural kindness of the late President, which all can cheerfully 
acknowledge, whatever their political opinions may be.” 

Like Leeser, Rabbi Henry (Hayyim) Hochheimer (1818-1912) of the Oheb Israel 
Congregation in Baltimore also noted Lincoln’s commitment to protecting and en- 
larging the rights of Jewish citizens. “More than all others, the “house of Israel’ has 
cause to mourn this great loss. ... Need I cite individual cases?” Hochheimer asked 
rhetorically. Lincoln’s unswerving determination to ensure that American Jews received 
just treatment under the Constitution testified to the fact that Lincoln was a man with 
no religious prejudice. For this reason, Hochheimer told them, Abraham Lincoln had 
served as American Jewry’s “shield and protection” (Schutz und Schirm).” 

Hochheimer was one of many rabbis who claimed that Lincoln’s essential honesty 
and fair-minded spirit made it possible for him to relate to Jews without bias or ill will. 
Yet there were some Jewish preachers who insisted that Lincoln’s interest in American 
Jewry was due to something more than his lack of religious prejudice, asserting that 
Lincoln was a kindred Jewish spirit. They maintained the fallen president had long 
evidenced a special affinity and respect for the Jewish people and went as far as to 
suggest that Lincoln was a friend to the Jews because, in many respects, he possessed. 
a Jewish soul! 

New York’s Rabbi Morris J. Raphall (1798-1868), for example, told his congregation 
that when he and Lincoln first met, the fallen president treated him as a friend “be- 
cause he knew [I] was a Jew... [and] a true servant of the Lord.” Rabbi Benjamin Szold 
(1829-1902) of Baltimore had once visited Lincoln in the White House, and he spoke of 
this encounter frequently. The rabbi had accompanied an immigrant Jewish woman to 
the White House so she could beseech the President to pardon her son, who had been 
sentenced to death for desertion. The woman, overwrought by the thought of losing her 
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son, became emotional and began pleading with the president in Yiddish. Obviously, 
Lincoln had no idea what she was saying, but, according to Szold, as he listened to the 
woman’s unintelligible yet piteous appeal, tears began trickling down Lincoln’s cheeks. 
Szold ended the story here, lauding Lincoln’s compassion but failing to mention that 
the young soldier’s life was not spared." In his eulogy, Szold told his congregants that 
spiritually, philosophically, and ethically, Lincoln was a Jew: 


My friends, we should regard Abraham Lincoln, so loyally devoted to 
[freedom], as a son of Israel. And if many, from a political standpoint, 
assign him a place in history next to Washington, we, on the other hand, 
from a higher, from a humanistic standpoint, should place him next to 
our heroes of virtue and of truth, next to eminent figures of Israelite an- 
tiquity. And if, as some will have it, he was not flesh of our flesh or bone 
of our bone, he was indeed spirit of our spirit and soul of our soul. His 
spirit and his soul, his heart and mind, his innermost nature and dispo- 
sition, his fervent enthusiasm for everything noble and lofty, his love for 
the Fatherland, for Freedom and humanity, everything about him and 
in him that manifested his nature, his thought and his feeling, down to 
his way of speaking and the method, all his own, of clarifying lofty ideas 
by means of analogies in order to make them understood—these were 
truly Israelitish, in the spirit of ancient Israel. Therefore, just as the old 
Israelite faith heroes are our eternal exemplars, let us also see in him a 
lofty and shining exemplar." 


Just before noon on Wednesday, April 19, 1865, the long obsequies for President 
Lincoln began at the White House. Around the country, people flocked to their own 
houses of worship to mark the occasion locally. At Chicago’s Kehilath Anshe Ma’ariv, 
Rabbi Liebman Adler (1812-92) described Lincoln as a paragon of virtue that Jews 
should emulate “even though he was a non-Jew.” Adler noted that “Lincoln remains 
for us a glowing example because of his strict honesty, his pure morals and unfeigned 
faith, his modesty and kindness of heart, and a patriotism aglow with the purest flame. 
Let us achieve in our modest lives and in a small way what he, in his high position, 
accomplished on the broadest scale.”!5 

In Philadelphia, Rabbi Sabato Morais (1823-97) stood before the historic Mickve 
Israel Congregation and confessed a profound personal love for Lincoln: “I loved every 
action, every word of that godly man. I loved him for his patriarchal simplicity; I loved 
him for his incorruptible character; I loved him for his all-comprehensive ideas, for 
his generous impulses, his forbearing disposition, his tender compassion for all the 
oppressed.” Then, in offering up a prayer for the president’s departed soul, he asked 
God to “open the portals of eternal bliss” so that Lincoln, “the righteous Abraham of 
the Western World,” could enter into paradise.!® 

David Einhorn (1809-79), a distinguished reformer and probably the nation’s most 
outspoken rabbinic opponent to slavery, elevated Lincoln to an almost saintly status. 
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Congregation Bene Yeshurun of Cincinnati worshiped in this building on 
Lodge Street from 1848 to 1866. Courtesy The Jacob Rader Marcus Center of the American 


Jewish Archives, at the Hebrew Union College—Jewish Institute of Religion, Cincinnati, Ohio. 


The “High Priest of Freedom” (des Hohenpriesters der Freiheit) had been murdered, 
Einhorn lamented. Lincoln, he euphuistically proclaimed, was “his people’s messiah” 
(Er war der Messias seines Volkes). Einhorn literally described Lincoln’s death as a 
form of “Kiddush Ha-Shem”—a technical expression in Judaism that refers specifically 
to the act of forfeiting one’s life for a sacred cause. Just like the holy Jewish martyrs of 
old, Einhorn told his listeners, Lincoln gave his life willingly for a sacred cause, and 
therefore American Jewry should pay special homage to Lincoln, “who shielded also us 
as Israelites and embraced us with a loving heart” (der uns auch als Israeliten geschiitzt 
und mit liebendem Herzen umschlossen).” 
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In Cincinnati, Rabbi Isaac M. Wise delivered one of the most remarkable and often 
quoted of the eulogies. Like Einhorn, Wise—despite his earlier mixed feelings about 
the president—memorialized Lincoln as an American messiah. “Our very President,” 
he declared, was “the chosen banner-bearer of our people, the Messiah of this country.” 
Embedded in his eulogy, Wise offered up one of the most extraordinary assertions ever 
made about Lincoln by a Jewish preacher. Not only was Lincoln spiritually aligned with 
the Jewish people, Wise told his congregation, but the fallen leader had actually told 
the rabbi he believed he was a descendant of the Jewish people.'® 

Many of the Jewish preachers compared Lincoln to one or another biblical hero. 
Einhorn observed that Lincoln was like Moses, who was not permitted to set foot in 
the Promised Land, though he had led the Israelites through a dangerous wilderness. 
Hochheimer compared Lincoln to his biblical namesake, Abraham, who pleaded with 
his nephew Lot for familial unity: “Let there be no strife between you and me, we are 
kinsmen, children of but one land, descendents of one tribe.” David was Lincoln, Lieb- 
man Adler declared. He was acommon shepherd, a man of the people, and a hero who 
toppled “the Goliath of the Revolution” (namely, the secessionists and rebels) with the 
smooth stones of “his plain folk morality” (seine einfache Volks-Moral).'° 

It is interesting to note that Jewish preachers eulogized Lincoln in cities like Balti- 
more and Louisville, where some citizens sympathized with the Confederates in spite 
of the fact that Maryland and Kentucky never seceded from the Union. Even though 
there may have been Confederate sympathizers in the congregation, Jewish preachers 
in these regions memorialized Lincoln lovingly. In Louisville, Lincoln was eulogized 
by Rabbi Bernhard H. Gotthelf (1819-78) of Adas Israel Congregation, who, in 1863, 
received a commission to serve as a military chaplain. Gotthelf’s commission was Lin- 
coln’s second such Jewish appointment after Jacob Frankel.?° 

The eulogy that Lewis Naphtali Dembitz delivered to Louisville's Jewish congregation 
appeared the following day in the Louisville Daily Journal. Dembitz’s extraordinary oration 
testified to the fact that Louisville’s Jewish citizens not only supported Lincoln during 
his lifetime but actually referred to him as “Rabbi Abraham,” even prior to his death.?! 

In contrast to cities like Baltimore and Louisville, where there may have been 
southern sympathizers, New Orleans actually belonged to the Confederacy until the 
Union army occupied that city in April 1862. The Union’s first commanding officer, 
General Benjamin Butler, was thought by some to have cruelly subjugated the city, and 
consequently many local citizens harbored deep-seated animosity toward the North. 
Although relations between the occupying forces and the local citizens improved sig- 
nificantly once General Nathaniel P. Banks succeeded Butler, many New Orleanians 
remained loyal to the South until after the war ended. Interestingly, at least two Jewish 
orators eulogized Lincoln in New Orleans. 

At the Temimi Derech synagogue, Lieutenant Colonel Philip J. Joachimsen, a Union 
military officer from New York who had been assigned to duty in New Orleans under 
General Butler, delivered an impassioned sermon that was subsequently published “on 
request of the congregation.” In addition to eulogizing Lincoln, Joachimsen delivered a 
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highly partisan address brimming with disdain for Confederates and the Confederacy. 
American Jews, he said, “had a distinct ground to love, respect, and esteem” Lincoln 
because he valiantly protected their civil liberties. According to Joachimsen, the fallen 
president harbored no bigotry toward Jewish people. Lincoln “appreciated those of our 
creed who had come forward to sustain him [for] his mind was not subject to the vulgar 
clamor against Jews.” 

Another noteworthy Lincoln memorial was delivered by Rabbi Bernard Illowy 
(1814-71) of Congregation Shangarai Chasset (Shaarei Chesed), also in New Orleans. 
Although Hlowy lived in New Orleans during the Civil War, he was never ideologically 
aligned with the southerners he served. To begin with, Illowy had been culturally ori- 
ented to the North; prior to his move to New Orleans, he held pulpits in New York, 
Philadelphia, Syracuse, and Baltimore, where he was serving when the Civil War began. 
Once in New Orleans, Illowy “demonstrated an unwillingness to veer too far from 
tradition” and found himself at loggerheads with the vociferous liberalizing faction 
of his congregation. He never adjusted to a city “where rabbis dared to declare oysters 
kosher for Jews.” In fact, by the time of Lincoln’s assassination, the congregation was 
aware of the fact that Illowy’s contract had not been renewed.” 

Since he was about to leave New Orleans anyway, Illowy was able to speak his mind 
without fear of reprisal by his southern congregants. He eulogized Lincoln as “the dearly 
beloved father of our country” and emphasized the spiritual connection between Lincoln 
and the Jews by addressing his listeners with the double entendre “sons of Abraham.” 
The Jews, Illowy preached, were sons of the biblical Abraham as well as of the Ameri- 
can Abraham, who “with paternal love and a brave and courageous heart... walk[ed] 
before [the] people, to save their honor, to guard their rights and to restore peace and 
harmony to their gates.” Illowy also reminded his congregation that even though Lin- 
coln conquered New Orleans, he had not subjugated his enemies or “trodden [them] 
down with rigor.” It was Lincoln’s desire to transform his enemies into friends, and he 
largely achieved this goal because so many of his former enemies “now bow down with 
deference and sincere repentance before our glorious banner of liberty and equality.” 
In an attempt to convey the depth of feeling that Lincoln’s memory evoked among so 
many people, Illowy predicted—only days after the assassination—that Lincoln would 
occupy a unique place of honor in the pantheon of American heroes.”4 

Finally, it is hard to overlook the prominent role that American Jews played in Lin- 
coln’s unprecedented funeral pageant. The New York Times described Lincoln’s funeral 
as one of “the most impressive [spectacles] ever witnessed,” and the paper took careful 
note of how actively the Jews mourned Lincoln. As Lincoln’s elaborate funeral train 
slowly made its way from Washington to Springfield for the president’s final burial, Jews 
all along the way gave vent to “the grief that sorrowed the hearts of the people.” A young 
man named Abraham Abraham (1843-1911), who would later become the founder of 
the department chain Abraham & Straus, was so distraught by Lincoln’s death that he 
purchased a bust of Lincoln, draped it in black, and displayed it in the window of his 
store. The editor of the Jewish Messenger took pains to underscore the sincerity with 
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which the Jews in New York and in other cities mourned the president: “It is a singular 
fact that it was the Israelites’ privilege here, as well as elsewhere, to be the first to offer 
in their places of worship, prayers for the repose of the soul of Mr. Lincoln.” 

On Tuesday, May 2, 1865, Chicagoans assembled themselves in long lines and waited 
throughout the day to offer a final farewell to the fallen president. As they entered the 
chamber of the courthouse where the casket had been placed, they passed under a ban- 
ner that read: “Illinois clasps to her bosom its slain but glorified son.” Upon departing, 
they passed under another banner emblazoned with a quotation from the Hebrew Bible: 
“The beauty of Israel is slain upon the high places.” 

In San Francisco, nearly 700 Jewish citizens participated in the communal funeral 
assembly that gathered to hear funeral orations and recite prayers on April 20, 1865. 
Similar displays of sorrow were documented in every Jewish community throughout 
California. In San Jose, members of the Hebrew Bikur Cholim Society (a group dedicated 
to visiting the sick) participated in the city’s “Grand Funeral Pageant” after adopting a 
formal resolution wherein they resolved to mourn “the untimely death of our beloved 
president, as well in his official capacity as in the relation of friend and brother.” 

In Boston, the Board of Temple Israel voted to decorate the sanctuary with “signs of 
mourning” and open the synagogue “for mourning services” on Wednesday, April 23. 
Significantly, the temple’s board also decided that for the first month, “a prayer for the 
soul of the deceased president”—the Kaddish—would be recited on every Sabbath. 
Temple Israel was not unique in making this religious gesture; Jewish congregations 
all across the nation followed suit. Traditionally, Jewish mourners recite the Kaddish 
over their closest relatives—parents, children, siblings, and spouse. The fact that Jews 
across the land recited this prayer over a non-Jewish president lends powerful testimony 
to the depth of their affection for Abraham Lincoln. 

Two months after Lincoln’s death, Rabbi Max Lilienthal of Cincinnati offered his 
own explanation as to why American Jewry mourned Lincoln so affectionately and 
piously: “Lincoln’s name has become .. . a domestic altar, around which the nation 
meets with filial affection. No President, not even the father of our country, our im- 
mortal Washington, has taken so deep-rooted hold of the nation’s sympathy, as plain 
and unassuming Lincoln did.” 
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EULOGIES 


1. “TWICE ANOINTED HIGH PRIEST IN THE SANCTUARY OF OUR REPUBLIC” 


Rabbi Elkan Cohn’s stirring and grief-ridden announcement to his congregation was 
made extemporaneously after he was informed of the assassination just prior to Shabbat 
morning services on April 15, 1865. A record of the rabbi’s remarks appeared the following 
day in the pages of San Francisco’s paper the Daily Alta California. 


Abraham Lincoln 


Just as the Rev. Elkan Cohn, of the Congregation Emmanuel [sic], on Broadway, 
was ascending his pulpit, on Saturday, to deliver the usual sermon, a copy of 
the dispatch announcing the assassination of President Lincoln was handed 
to him, and on reading the same, he was so overcome that, bursting into tears, 
he sank almost senseless. Recovering, in broken accents he announced the 
same to the congregation, and it fell upon their ears like a thunderbolt—the 
whole being moved to tears. The impression created was beyond description. 
Dr. Cohn made this very impressive and eloquent address on the character 
of the national calamity, of which the following is the substance, although it 
does not do justice to the learned Divine: 

Beloved Brethren! Overpowered with grief and sorrow at the terrible news 
which just at this moment was communicated to me, Iam scarcely able to com- 
mand my feelings, and to express before you the sad calamity that has befallen 
our beloved country. Who might believe it! Our revered President Abraham 
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Lincoln, the twice anointed high priest in the sanctuary of our Republic, has 
fallen a bloody victim to treason and assassination, and is no more. He, who 
by the indomitable power of his energy, stood amidst us like a mighty giant, 
holding with his hands the tottering columns of our great commonwealth, and 
planting them secure upon the solid basis of general freedom and humanity; his 
great mind full of wisdom, his great heart full of love, his whole being, a true 
type of the American liberal character. Oh, the beloved of our heart is fallen, 
and is no more amongst the living. And with his soul departed also the soul 
and spirit of his council, the great statesman who inspired him with wisdom, 
and stood on his side with the giant intellect of his mind, William H. Seward. 
Under the burden of this terrible affliction, we can scarcely realize the truth of 
our bereavement; our feelings quail under the weight of a most intense grief, 
and we are more inclined to cry than to speak them out. Two great men have 
fallen. Arise, my brethren, and bow in humble devotion before God! Arise, 
and honor the memory of the blessed, whose life was a blessing to us, to our 
country, to the oppressed and afflicted, and to the human race at large. But 
though they are dead, their noble persons hushed in ethereal silence, their 
spirits live—live in thousands and millions of American hearts and souls, a 
sacred inheritance to them of their great dead—never to die out—never, never! 
The great principles they so nobly and fully represented are the very nerve and 
essence of our people, and as long as there is upon our soil a mind to think and 
a heart to feel, these principles will be defended and upheld with the last drop 
of blood. Glory in heaven will be the celestial reward of our beloved, whom we 
mourn as children mourn the loss of a father, and we pray to God to receive 
their souls in love and mercy, and be gracious to these His most faithful ser- 
vants. Oh, they served God, in their love to man, the most glorious worship 
upon earth! And we pray that He, in His infinite love, may graciously avert 
the dreadful consequences of this calamity, calm the passions of the people, 
so justly aroused at this atrocious crime, soothe the grief and sorrow so deeply 
cutting in the very heart of our nation, and speak to the Angel of Destruction: 
“Enough! The noblest victims may be the last. Henceforth, the great work for 
which they bled stands under my divine protection. They have fulfilled their 
mission, they have restored the Union, they have rebuilt the great stronghold 
of humanity and freedom; I will now seal their work with the great blessing 
of peace!” O God! Thou who hast given victory to Thy people, may it please 
Thee to bless thy people with peace.*° 


2. “THE GOODNESS OF HEART HE DISPLAYED” 


Isaac Leeser's eulogy, delivered to Congregation Beth-El Emeth in Philadelphia on April 
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15, 1865, powerfully conveys the shock and distress felt by so many upon hearing the report 
of Lincoln’s death. The beginning and the conclusion of Leeser’s sermon are included here. 


Lincoln’s Death 


Since we assembled last, yesterday afternoon, in this house for worship of the 
Almighty God, a frightful and unlooked-for crime has startled the whole land. 
This morning, when I left my residence, the papers announced that a murder- 
ous assault had been made, late in the evening, on the President of the United 
States, but that at last accounts he was still living, though without hope of 
recovery; but since the commencement of the morning-service, the president 
of this congregation has communicated to me that death has closed the scene, 
and that Mr. Lincoln has been numbered with the dead. The man who was only 
yesterday, perhaps, the most powerful on earth, who had nearly closed with 
marked success a war of vast dimensions, which had raged full four years, has 
been suddenly struck, in the moment of his triumph, by the fatal bullet of the 
murderer, in the midst of a crowded assembly, by the side of his wife, and has 
been thus unconsciously hurried into eternity. A week had scarcely elapsed since 
he entered, as conquerer, the capital of his enemy, where he sat in the chair erst 
occupied by the chief of the opponents of the government of the Union, and he 
had returned in safety to the chief city of the country, and the seat of its central 
power; when the mighty ruler of the republic, to whom the people had confided 
the government for another term, who had anticipated so much that he had not 
yet accomplished, was stricken down unawares, unprepared, and now lies low, 
with none to fear him, with none to do him reverence. For all that will be done 
hereafter will not affect him; he rests from his toils in the arms of cold death. ... 

Respecting Mr. Lincoln’s political career and character it does not become 
me to speak; politics is not the province into which a minister of religion 
should enter. You are all familiar with the history of the conflict in which the 
deceased was engaged as the President of the United States, and it would be 
useless to enlarge on it at the present moment. But I may fittingly speak of the 
traits of the goodness of heart he displayed and his sense of justice, of which 
I have become personally cognizant. I refer to the appointment of a chaplain 
to the hospitals in this city, about which I wrote to him more than two years 
ago, as it was deemed a hardship that Jewish soldiers, when sick and wounded, 
should not have the care and supervision ofa minister of their own persuasion, 
as those of other creeds have. Mr. Lincoln promptly acknowledged the justice 
of the application, and soon thereafter appointed the Reverend Mr. Frankel to 
the office of hospital chaplain. And when the Senate of the United States had 
neglected to act on the nomination, by which means Mr. Frankel’s office termi- 
nated with the adjournment of the Senate, Mr. Lincoln at once reappointed our 
worthy colleague as soon as his attention had been called to the case. He thus 
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proved that he recognized in full our claims to an equality before the law, and 
that he was not guided by sectarian prejudices. So, also, when General Grant 
banished the Israelites from the military district over which he commanded, 
it was Mr. Lincoln who at once ordered him to revoke the unjust order, and 
restored our brothers to their homes and pursuits. These instances have sev- 
erally come under my own observation, and they speak loudly for the natural 
kindness of the late President, which all can cheerfully acknowledge, whatever 
their political opinions may be; and let us hope that all in authority in America 
may be animated by the same spirit of justice and liberality. 

But if we cast a scrutinizing view on the deplorable act of murder which 
has been committed on the chief magistrate of the republic, we shall discover in 
it an evidence of the fearful moral deterioration which the desolating civil war 
has produced. It appears as though the recklessness of strife had loosened the 
bonds of society, and that men have lost the appreciation of right and wrong. 
The rights of property have been in many cases not recognized with the nice 
distinction customary in the times of peace, and also personal security seems 
to have declined with the habitual scenes of violence which have devastated the 
land. Formerly the President of the republic needed no armed men to guard 
him from personal harm, the humblest could freely enter and speak with the 
head of the executive department, who dreaded no danger from any one. But 
now, notwithstanding the precaution taken to guard his life, Mr. Lincoln has 
fallen a victim to the pistol fired by the concealed murderer. O, it is terrible 
to contrast the two conditions of the republic, the one of safety to all, with 
the present, when secret danger threatens even those high in authority! It 
behooves us all to contribute our share to alter this state of things. Every man 
for himself should endeavour to review his moral character, and apply the 
corrective of the divine law to cleanse himself from evil, and to counteract the 
tendency to wrong-doing which is now so universally prevalent. We Israelites, 
too, have much to answer for; I acknowledge that we are not addicted to slaying 
a fellow-being, nor to the commission of deeds of violence against the property 
of others; but for all that, we have awfully transgressed, and swerved in many 
respects from the path of ancient conformity. We have, in many instances, set 
the laws of God at defiance, and done deeds which ought to call the mantle of 
shame over our countenance. Such things ought not to happen among faithful 
Israelites, who should be distinguished not more for their philanthropic action 
towards all men, than by a strict conformity to the divine precepts which they 
have received as the rule for shaping their life. 

We can at the same time best promote the welfare of the republic by a close 
observance of all the moral restrictions which religion imposes on us, and by 
endeavouring, singly, to stem the torrent of moral delinquency which now is so 
generally prevalent. We have no separate interest from our fellow-citizens; their 
weal and their woe are ours likewise. Israelites should therefore labour to identify 


“a GREAT MAN IN ISRAEL HAS FALLEN” 


themselves with all the other inhabitants of the country, and prove the justice of 
their claims to an equality of rights, by cheerfully sharing all the burdens, and 
conforming faithfully to the laws enacted for the government of all. When evil 
befalls the land, let us also share in the grief which afflicts all others; but above 
all let us cultivate good-will and peace towards our fellow-men of all creeds. 

You must excuse me for speaking somewhat in a disconnected manner, 
more so than is customary with me. The dreadful news and its suddenness have 
in a great measure overcome my usual composure, and my thoughts refuse 
to arrange themselves in their wonted order. The crime which has just been 
consummated is well calculated to appal[l] even the stoutest of hearts. In the 
midst of a great military success, the director of the national affairs is struck 
down in a moment; and with the removal of the controlling mind, dark clouds 
seem to lower over the future of the land. Who will guide safely the ship of state? 
Who will handle the government with a firm yet merciful hand? Will those 
who will be intrusted with the settlement of the difficulties, which meet our 
view everywhere, have the capacity to comprehend the duties which devolve 
on them, and to fulfill them for the benefit of all? Only by a firm reliance on 
Providence can they succeed, and not by trusting to their own strength and 
wisdom. Let us hope that they will choose the right path, and be the means of 
restoring peace and prosperity to the land so lately heaving under the tumult 
of civil strife —As to ourselves, let me exhort you to reflect on the uncertainty 
of your life. You in general are not exposed to individual acts of violence, for 
the exalted are more threatened with danger than the humble; the storm will 
uproot the lofty and branching oak, and leave the lowly herb undisturbed, 
though torrents of rain have flooded the place where it grows. Still all have 
to meet their end, and they should be ever ready to obey the dread summons 
when it is issued by the Lord of our life. Prepare yourselves by obedience to 
the divine will, that you may be received in favour. And for him who has so 
untimely fallen, let us ask the divine mercy which we all need to purify us 
from iniquity: may his spirit be received amidst the blest, and repose in peace 
after its earthly toils. And as regards the people of the land, let them bow with 
submission to the evil that has befallen them, and let us all say in the sincerity 
of devotion: “The Lord gave, and the Lord hath taken; blessed be the name of 
the Lord!”3! 


3. THE WHOLE HOUSE OF ISRAEL HAS SPECIAL CAUSE TO MOURN 


These three paragraphs are taken from the eulogy originally delivered in German by Rabbi 
Henry Hochheimer before his congregation, Oheb Israel, in Baltimore on April 19, 1865, 
the day that Lincoln’s funeral ceremonies were held at the White House. Hochheimer’s 
remarks emphasize the depth of Lincoln’s commitment to freedom and justice and his 
special kinship to the Jewish people. 
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Predigt [Sermon] 


Frohlockte er tiber den Fall seiner Gegner? Nein, meine Freunde. ... Dem 
gefallenen Feinde reichte er die Hand, er sparte ihm jede Demiitigung... und, 
ein anderer Abraham, rief er ihm zu: O°WIR *3 LTP ADAP RT ON WAS ON 
“Lass doch keinen Streit mehr sein zwischen mir und dir, wir sind ja Briider, 
Kinder eines Landes, Sprossen eines Stammes.”>?... Und diesen Mann haben 
wir verloren . . . als er nach vierjahrigen Mithen und Kampfen seinen Lande 
einen ehrenvollen Frieden sichern wollte. Ach, nur aus der Ferne war es ihm 
gegonnt, das Land der VerheifSung zu erblicken, betreten sollte er es nicht. 

[Did he gloat over the fall of his enemies? No, my friends. He stretched out 
his hand to his vanquished foe, sparing him humiliation . . . and, like another 
Abraham, he called out to him: “Let there be no strife between you and me, 
we are kinsmen, children of but one land, descendants of one tribe.” ... And 
this man we have lost . .. at a time when, after four years of battles and travail, 
he wanted to secure for his country an honorable peace. Alas, he was granted 
to see the Promised Land from afar, he was not to enter it.]34 

Wie jene beiden Priester, Nadab und Abihu, unmittelbar nach ihrer Pries- 
terweihe dahingerafft wurden, so wurde auch er, der als Hohepriester dieses 
Landes die Urim und Tumim, den Schild des Lichtes und der Gerechtigkeit 
auf seinem Herzen trug, kurz nach seinem Weihetag dahingerafft. Und es 
war kein 777 wx kein “fremdes, unheiliges Feuer,” das er in das Heiligtum, 
welches die Nation ihm zum zweitenmale anvertraut, gebracht, nein, es war 
echtes, heiliges Feuer, das auf dem Altar seines Herzens loderte, das Feuer der 
Begeisterung fiir die Freiheit seines Landes, seines Volkes. .. . 

Darum “sollen eure Briider, das ganze Haus Israel, beweinen den Brand, 
den der Ewige angeziindet.” Ja, 281w? n°2:73 “das ganze Haus Israel,” mehr als 
alle anderen hat das “Haus Israel” Ursache, diesen grofen Verlust zu beklagen; 
denn in dem Kranz der Tugenden, die Abraham Lincolns Haupt schmiickten, 
war seine Vorurteilslosigkeit in religidsen Angelegenheiten keine der gerings- 
ten; sie war so manchem der Unseren—brauch’ ich euch erst die einzelnen 
Falle aufzuzahlen?—Schutz und Schirm. 

[As those two priests, Nadab und Abihu, were taken immediately after 
they were ordained as priests, so was he, who as high priest of this land bore 
the Urim and Thummim, the shield of light and of justice on his heart, taken 
from us shortly after his inauguration. And it was not a “strange, unholy fire”*> 
that he brought into the sanctum he was entrusted with by the nation for the 
second time; no, it was an authentic, holy fire ablaze on the altar of his heart, 
the fire of enthusiasm for the freedom of his country, of his people. ... 

Therefore, “your kinsmen, the whole house of Israel, shall bewail the burn- 
ing that the Lord has wrought.” Yes, the whole house of Israel. More than all 
others, the “house of Israel” has cause to mourn this great loss, because in 
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the wreath of virtues that adorns Lincoln’s head, his lack of prejudice in reli- 
gious matters was not one of the least. For some of us—need I cite individual 
cases?—it was shield and protection.]*” 


4. “| LOVED EVERY ACTION, EVERY WORD OF THAT GODLY MAN” 


Profound grief pervades the entirety of this moving sermon by Rabbi Sabato Morais, 
which he delivered before Congregation Mickve Israel in Philadelphia on April 19, 1865. It 
is particularly interesting to note that in eulogizing Lincoln, Morais asserted that “many 
knew not his worth.” With rare candor, the rabbi reminds us that prior to Lincoln’s death 
and subsequent apotheosis, Lincoln was bitterly criticized as an “ambitious” politician 
with a “despotic sway.” According to Morais, Lincoln’s abilities were underappreciated 
while Lincoln lived—many “could not see that beneath the crust of apparent dross lay 
whatsoever is inestimable and precious.” The rabbi urged his people to be forgiving and 
to reunite the nation, thereby paying homage to Lincoln's character as well as to the cause 
that consumed his life. 


The Death of Abraham Lincoln 


Let the priests, the ministers of the Lord, weep 
between the porch and the altar, and let them say, 
“O Eternal God! have mercy upon thy people.” 
Joel 2:17 


The stillness of the grave reigns abroad. Where is the joyous throng that en- 
livened this city of loyalty? Seek it now, my friends, in the shrines of holiness. 
There, it lies prostrate; there, it tearfully bemoans an irretrievable loss, Oh! 
tell it not in the country of the Gauls; publish it not in the streets of Albion, 
lest the children of iniquity rejoice, lest the sons of Belial triumph. For the 
heart which abhorred wickedness has ceased to throb; the hand which had 
stemmed a flood of unrighteousness, is withered in death. How appalling is the 
change which one week has wrought! The anniversary of the redemption from 
Egyptian bondage had opened most auspiciously to Israel of America. When 
your voice, O fellow believers, was attuned to my psalmodical invocation, 
every fibre in my being thrilled with delightful emotions. For on the eve of 
the memorable fifteenth of Nissan the arm of the Lord had also been revealed 
to this people of his love. By its might was the surging tide of adversity driven 
back. Its Divine strength upraised the standard of universal freedom here 
unfolded by the purest hands. Grateful to our ears sounded then the roar of 
cannons which announced the winning of a bloodless victory. We shared not 
the intemperate zeal of such who laid against our General-in-Chief the charge 
of excessive leniency. We, with the nation at large, admired the magnanimous 
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hero, and weaved garlands for his noble brow. Praying and longing for the reign 
of peace, we hailed the messenger of happy tidings advancing towards us with 
rapid strides. Thus did our attachment to the ancestral faith and to this dear 
country of our adoption, obtain for us festive enjoyment during four days of 
our Passover. The fifth day arrived, and with it the Sabbath sanctified to the 
Creator of the world. 

Brethren! Ifthe pulsations of my heart could assume human speech, they 
would best picture my mental agony upon that never-to-be-forgotten Sabbath. 
I had never concealed before my love for him who was chosen from among 
the lowly as a ruler over a great people. Yes, I loved every action, every word of 
that godly man. I loved him for his patriarchal simplicity; I loved him for his 
incorruptible character; I loved him for his all-comprehensive ideas, for his 
generous impulses, his forbearing disposition, his tender compassion for all 
the oppressed. The ideal of Truth imprinted by nature upon my soul, seemed 
at length realized in that man of homely mien, but of lofty mind. Alas! that 
many knew not his worth, and misapprehended his deeds! They called him 
ambitious; but his ambition was to redeem a pledge he had solemnly taken. 
They imputed to him a despotic sway; but he exercised power to vindicate the 
law of the living God. They could not see that beneath the crust of apparent 
dross lay whatsoever is inestimable and precious. But he who grappled with 
falsehood, and saved America from ignominious death, needs not my defense. 
He who removed the burden from every shoulder, and wiped off the mark of 
degradation from human visage, is far above the encomium offered by one so 
humble as he who speaks on this melancholy occasion. Verily, my friends, did 
I possess the eloquence of our lamented Everett,** I could not extol in adequate 
terms a man who knew so admirably to temper justice with mercy, and who, 
while practicing humility in the highest degree, was so scrupulously chary of 
the national honor. 

But wherefore shall I portray the feelings which pervade my breast, when 
they are reflected on almost every countenance? The intense grief which I 
experience is now, alas! our common participation. From each dwelling, from 
each hovel, throughout the length and breadth of our Union, is a silent tribute 
of reverence offered to the righteous memory of our martyred President. As 
my vision rests upon these sable draperies of woe, unbidden tears streak down 
my cheeks, and with the priests, the ministers of the Lord, I weep between the 
porch and the altar, and say: “O eternal God! have mercy upon thy people.” We 
all weep for the great and good man that has ruthlessly been torn away from us. 
The vile agent of a relentless foe, he does not weep. The execrable wretch who 
has robbed liberty of its staunchest defender, and nature of its noblest creation, 
he triumphs over his flagitious crime. But the avenging sword is at his heels. 
It shall never return to its scabbard until it has consumed, with the assassin, 
his accessories and abettors. “There is no darkness, no shadow of death where 
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the workers of iniquity may hide themselves.”*° The mournful nation shall be 
avenged; they shall behold the dastardly hand which spilled innocent blood, 
severed from its venomous body. 

But whence shall they derive consolation in their sad bereavement? So long 
accustomed to identify the lamented President of the United States with the 
principles he represented; to look for the restoration of peace to his conciliatory 
and merciful measures, where shall they hopefully turn for the realization of 
his ardent desires; for the consummation of our happiness? 

My friends! It has pleased the Lord sorely to afflict us. But His benign 
countenance shines yet refulgently upon our holy cause. With almost every 
vibration of the telegraph wires, He seeks to gladden us with the tidings of 
fresh victories. Our distress for the irreparable loss sustained, shuts out from 
our bosom all joyful emotions. Yet, let us be mindful of God’s mercies; let us 
improve them by a grateful demeanor. Confidently relying upon the Director 
of human events, let us strengthen the hands of the man, who, through a sor- 
rowful incident, has been raised to the highest office in the republic. It is just 
that our minds cling fast to his immortal predecessor; him we had learned to 
trust, and upon him we gazed with filial affection. But “the Rock whose all 
works are perfect,”° demands that we submit to His unsearchable will. Let, 
then, the memory of the upright statesman and ruler be enshrined in the in- 
nermost recesses of our soul. But let not the structure which he has founded, 
remain incomplete for the lack of support. If his paternal voice could reach us 
from the seat of beatitude, it would exhort us to suffer further privations, to 
endure hardships, to bear even a temporary defeat, but never to pause until 
the flag of one reunited people shall wave from Maine to California, from the 
St. Lawrence to the Gulf of Mexico; for in that event not only our happiness 
and that of our children is involved, but the cause of human liberty is deeply 
concerned. If our great Abraham could address us now, he would also beseech 
us to curb the noble wrath which his murder has aroused within us, lest it may 
be visited upon the guiltless and the penitent. He would, in his merciful nature, 
entreat that we prefer magnanimity to severity, forgiveness to vengeance. He 
would likewise heal our lacerated hearts by the assurance that his mission 
upon earth was fulfilled, on the day that the supremacy of the Constitution was 
reasserted, and unspotted hands planted again over the ruins of Fort Sumter 
the banner which is the symbol of independence and freedom, of justice and 
humanity. Oh, may his kindly words ever re-echo in our hearts, and incite us 
to godliness and truth.“! 


5. HE WAS HIS PEOPLE’S MESSIAH 


‘These selections from Rabbi David Einhorn’s “Trauer-Rede” (Mourning Sermon), origi- 
nally delivered in German at Congregation Keneseth Israel in Philadelphia on April 19, 
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1865, communicate the depth of the loss the Jewish community felt it had suffered and 
compare Lincoln to an array of biblical figures such as Joseph, Moses, and Elisha. It 
was Einhorn, one of the nation’s most prominent liberal rabbis and a fierce opponent of 
American slavery, who praised Lincoln as “his people’s messiah” (Er war der Messias 
seines Volkes) whose death, he declared, was comparable to the Jewish concept of holy 
martyrdom: Kiddush Ha-Shem. 
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Trauer-Rede [Mourning Sermon] 


Nein! Noch ist die Zeit des Trostes nicht gekommen; noch ist die Wunde zu 
frisch, um vernarben zu konnen. Haltet Euren Schmerz nicht zuriick und 
lasset Euren Tranen vollen Laufiiber den ungeheuren Verlust, den wir erlitten! 
Lehren ja schon unsere Alten: Man mége niemanden zu trésten versuchen, so 
lange noch die Leiche des Geliebten vor seinen Augen sich befindet!4? 

[No, the time for consolation has not yet arrived; the wound is still too 
fresh to heal! Do not hold back your grief and let your tears run freely over the 
tremendous loss which we suffered! Our sages already taught: Do not comfort 
the bereaved as long as the corpse of his loved one lies before him.]? 

... hier ruht Amerikas Stolz und Zierde, er, der—wie Moses—sein Volk 
durch eine lange 6de Wiiste bis an die Schwelle Kanaans fiihrte, ohne dieses 
betreten zu diirfen! 

[... here rests America’s pride and ornament, one who—like Moses—led 
his people through a long, bleak desert to the border of Canaan, and was not 
allowed to enter it.] 


[Lincoln’s death seen as a death of the righteous, according to rabbinic thinking] 


Es liegt tiefer Sinn in dem rabbinischen Spruch: der Tod der Gerechten 
sthne die Sinden ihres Zeitalters. 

[There is a profound meaning in the rabbinic saying: The death of the 
righteous procures atonement for the sins of the age.]*4 

Laf, o Gott, seinen Geist auf seinen Nachfolger tibergehen, wie einst den 
Geist des im Sturm entriickten Elias auf Elischah, dass er sein grofes Werk 
gliicklich vollende... 

[O Lord, may his spirit pass on to his successor so that his great work 
may be happily completed, as was the spirit of Elijah who was gathered into a 
whirlwind, and whose spirit passed on to Elisha . . .] 

Wenn Abraham Lincoln einen Fehler hatte, so war’s seine tibermafige 
Milde gegen die Rebellen, er, den die Demagogen und der Mérder einen Tyran- 
nen schalten! Moses Siinde bestand darin, dass er den Felsen schlug, um Wasser 
zu geben dem lechzenden Volke, wahrend Gott ihm befohlen, zum Felsen zu 
reden. Bei Abraham Lincoln verhalt sich’s umgekehrt. Er glaubte den felsen- 
harten Nacken der Aufrithrer durch freundliches Zureden und sanftmitiges 


“a GREAT MAN IN ISRAEL HAS FALLEN” 


Behandeln zu beugen, uns das Labsal des Friedens zu spenden, wahrend dieser 
Nacken nur durch Schlage ... gebeugt werden kann. 

[If Abraham Lincoln had one flaw, it was his excessive leniency towards 
the rebels: he whom the demagogues and the murderer decried as a tyrant! 
The sin of Moses was to have struck the rock to give water to the thirsting 
people, whereas God had told him to speak to the rock. The reverse holds 
true for Abraham Lincoln who believed that, by speaking to the rebels kindly 
and by treating them gently, he could bend their rock-hard neck in order to 
bring us the blessing of peace, whereas this neck can be made to yield only 
with use of force.] 

Als Israel aus Agypten zog, da trug es als entflammendes Siegespanier 
vor sich her die Bahre mit den Gebeinen Josefs, jenes Gerechten, der unter 
allen Sttirmen nimmer abwich von dem Pfade Gottes . . . und noch in der 
Todesstunde mit unerschiitterlicher Zuversicht die einstige Erlosung seines 
Stammes verkiindete, und sinnig heifst es im Midrasch: “Das Meer, welches 
Israel trockenen Fuses durchschritt, es wich zurtick vor dieser Bahre, vor 
dieser heiligen Asche, dem Nationalkleinode.” Und so wird auch das Meer 
der Verganglichkeit nimmer verschlingen konnen das Andenken an Abraham 
Lincoln! 

[When Israel left Egypt, it was preceded, as bya fiery victory banner, by the 
coffin containing the remains of Joseph, that righteous man, who, throughout 
all storms, never veered from God’s path . . . and who, even at the hour of his 
death, proclaimed with unshakable confidence the ultimate redemption of his 
tribe. The Midrash comments meaningfully: “The sea, which Israel crossed 
on dry land, parted before this coffin, before the sacred ashes, the national 
treasure.”> Similarly, the sea of transitoriness will never succeed in washing 
away the memory of Abraham Lincoln!] 


[Lincoln likened to a Jewish martyr] 


Das mosaische Gesetz gebietet: Es solle, wenn die Leiche eines Erschlagenen 
gefunden wird, ohne dass man des Mérders habhaft werden kann, ein Opfer 
dargebracht werden, weil die staatliche Gemeinschaft vor der Entdeckung 
des Morders sich befleckt fiihlt und der Sthne bedarf. Wir befinden uns in 
demselben Falle, und die Tranen derer zu trocknen, die ihr Blut fiir uns ver- 
gossen—das seien unsere Opfer! So wird denn jeder gern das Seine beitragen; 
denn es gilt own wip [Kiddush Ha-Shem],“ es gilt ihn zu ehren, der uns auch 
als Israeliten geschtitzt und mit liebendem Herzen umschlossen. 

[Mosaic law requires that when the corpse of a murdered person is found, 
and the murderer could not be apprehended, a sacrifice be brought because the 
people feel impure and in need of atonement before the murderer is discovered. 
We find ourselves in the same situation, in that we need to dry the tears of 
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those who shed their blood for us—let these be our sacrifices! Thus, everyone 
will gladly contribute his part, because it is a question of Kiddush Ha-Shem 
honoring martyrdom and honoring him who shielded also us as Israelites and 
embraced us with a loving heart.]*” 


6. THE “DEARLY BELOVED FATHER OF OUR COUNTRY” IS NO MORE 


Speaking from the pulpit of Shangarai Chasset in New Orleans, Rabbi Bernard Illowy’s 
eulogy, given on April 23, 1865, is particularly remarkable because it was delivered to a 
congregation of southerners. Illowy was leaving New Orleans, so he spoke from his heart, 
expressing the enormous admiration he had for the late president. Lincoln was a father 
figure, the rabbi lamented, and he reminded his listeners that in this way they were all 
“sons of Abraham.” 
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Abraham Lincoln 
Text—II Sam. 3:32-38 


And when King David heard that his friend Abner had been as- 
sassinated by the murderous hand of Joab, he wept at his grave and 
thus lamented: Must Abner die the death of the wicked? 

Thy hands were not bound, nor thy feet put into fetters; as a man 
falleth before wicked men, so didst thou fall. And all the people wept 
again over him. 

And when all the people came to cause David to eat meat while it 
was yet day, David sware, saying: So do God unto me, and more, also, 
if I taste bread or aught else till the sun be down. 

And the King said unto his servant: Know ye not that there is a 
prince and a great man fallen this day in Israel. 


My text which I just now read before you, will probably tell you that it must 
be a melancholy and sad occasion that impels me today to address you with 
a broken heart, a depressed mind, and an afflicted soul, which on any other 
occasion, however melancholy it might be, would be regarded as a violation of 
the sacred hilarity of the Lord’s day. But I cannot restrain myself from uttering 
my feelings of a woe which will tear the hearts of millions at home and abroad, 
when hearing of the great calamity which befell our country. Sons of Abraham, 
you have all read the heartrending news which has thrown the whole nation 
into the deepest depth of sorrow and affliction. Sons of Abraham, you have 
heard of the most terrible event—that Abraham, the dearly beloved father of 
our country, is no more. The Great Ruler of the Universe pleased to call him 
home to the Father’s house, and as once, to our patriarch, He said unto him 
Abram, get thee out of thy country, from thy kindred, from thy people, and go 
into a land which I will show thee**; Abram is gone as the Lord has commanded 
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him to ascend the glorious throne which his hand has erected for his beloved 
ones, in a land of eternal bliss and perpetual happiness, where the righteous 
earns the fruits of his righteousness, where the sun never sets, where there 
is always day and never night. Oh, my friends, how gladly did we listen last 
Sabbath to the glorious news, to the happy and cheerful tidings which filled 
our hearts with joy, with overflowing pleasure, and with feelings of gratitude 
to our Heavenly Father for the gracious favors which He has bestowed upon 
us, through his faithful servant Abraham, whilst millions who were nearer 
to the place of calamity were weeping over the great loss of the best of men 
who ever lived on the American soil. Oh, how short are all earthly pleasures, 
shorter than a night’s dream; they vanish away like a morning cloud; soon and 
sudden did the Lord convert our joy into sorrow, our tears of pleasure into 
the tears of deep affliction. Last Sabbath we all cheerfully exclaimed with the 
pious David, Thank ye the Lord, for He is good, His mercy endureth for ever, 
and today already we must lament with him, weep with him, and, like him 
when he mourned for his friend Abner, we must call, Mourn House of Israel; 
lift up thy clamorous voice House of Judah, for a prince, a great man has fallen 
today. Like David, when standing at the grave of his assassinated friend, we call 
after the departed father of our bereaved country, Abraham thy hands were 
never bound and thy feet were never put in chains. No, thy hands were never 
bound by the wiles of others, by the ties of flattery or by the galling manacles 
of fear; thou didst hear nothing but the wishes of thy people, thou didst fear 
none but God who alone was thy guide and trust, and who was with thee as 
He had promised on the night of terror, “Fear not, Abram, I am thy shield.” 
Thy hands were always active, always stretched forth to help, when and where 
thy help was needed. Thy feet were not put in chains, never restrained by 
selfishness, never checked by ambition, but with self-denial, with noble ardor, 
with paternal love and a brave and courageous heart didst thou walk before 
thy people, to save their honor, to guard their rights and to restore peace and 
harmony to their gates; and thou hast succeeded. Thou hast succeeded and 
hast achieved glorious victories over enemies whom thou hast not trodden 
down with rigor, but turned into friends, who now bow down with deference 
and sincere repentance before our glorious banner of liberty and equality. 
Thou hast wound thyself lovingly around the hearts of millions with gentle 
ties, which even the destructive tooth of time can never loosen. Ages will roll 
upon ages, but thy memory will still live in the hearts of thy countrymen until 
the latest generations. Thou hast succeeded to see the full accomplishment 
of the last work of thy life and the total disappearance of the storm pregnant 
clouds which were thickly brooding over our country threatening it with ruin. 
Thou hast succeeded and hast seen before the sunset of thy life, the blissful 
fruits of the tree which thou hast planted and moistened with the precious 
blood of thy noble heart—thou wast permitted to see but not to enjoy them, 
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and like unto the great Teacher of mankind, the Redeemer of Israel, did the 
Lord say unto thee, “Get thee up on this mountain; from there shalt thou see 
the land which I have given unto thy people, and when thou hast seen it, then 
shalt thou be gathered unto thy fathers who are gone before thee.”5° 

Without any disloyalty to the worthy successor of Abraham Lincoln we 
may openly avow how deeply and bitterly we deplore his loss, how deeply it has 
affected us; and the intelligence so sudden and so unexpected, of his having 
been cut down like a stalk of corn, and fallen under the murderous hand of an 
infernal fiend, so staggered our belief that we could hardly realize the awful fact, 
had not the general lamentation confirmed the sad report, that the good and 
noble-minded father has been called hence by the King of Kings. 

He is gone; he is no more; but his spirit will continue to live in the heart 
of his worthy successor, and his memory will for ever be a blessed one in the 
hearts of his countrymen, as in the pages of history, for with his name com- 
mences a new era in the history of the greatest and most powerful republic 
that ever existed on earth. 

He is gone and is no more. Duly and well prepared he gave up his body to 
corruption, and his soul he rendered into the hand of the Father of all souls 
who had given it. His body lies now like once our father Jacob on a cold piece 
of ground, with a stone pillow under his head, sleeping the sweet sleep of the 
righteous, but the spirit has ascended the ladder of life on which God’s min- 
istering angels are ascending and descending. 

And may the stone under his head make his grave, the sacred place where 
his weary bones rest, a holy temple, in which his latest successors may yet hear 
with awe and deference the voice of truth and justice, which arises from the 
grave of Abraham Lincoln, whose memory will forever be, amongst all of us 
a blessed one. Amen.*! 


7. “BONE FROM OUR BONE AND FLESH FROM OUR FLESH” 


Rabbi Isaac M. Wise’s “Funeral Address,” delivered at the Lodge Street Temple in Cincin- 
nati on April 19, 1865, is well known for its anecdotal assertion that Lincoln had actually 
admitted to Wise that he was of Jewish descent. But, beyond this piece of sensational 
information, it is interesting to read the words of a rabbi who had often criticized Lincoln. 
The erstwhile skeptical Wise praised the fallen president with love and affection. Like 
Rabbi David Einhorn, Wise also referred to Lincoln as “the Messiah of this country.” The 
rabbi told his congregation that the fallen president had now become a member of the 
“covenant of an everlasting priesthood’... immortal in his people.” 


Funeral Address 


“And the Lord said unto Abram, Get thee out of thy country; and out of thy 
birth-place, and from thy father’s house, unto the land that I will show thee. 
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And I will make of thee a great nation, and I will bless thee, and make thy name 
great; and thou shalt be a blessing. And I will bless those that bless thee, and 
him that curseth thee will I curse; and in thee shall all families of the earth be 
blessed. So Abram departed, as the Lord had spoken to him.”*? 

Abraham Lincoln departed, as the Lord had spoken to him. Abraham 
Lincoln, whose biography is too well known to be repeated here, the Presi- 
dent of the United States, from March 4, 1861, to the day of his assassination, 
April 14, 1865; the generous, genial and honest man, who stood at the head of 
our people in this unprecedented struggle for national existence and popular 
liberty; whose words and deeds speak alike and aloud of his unsophisticated 
mind, purity of heart, honesty of purpose, confidence in the great cause, and 
implicit faith in the justice of Providence, which inspired him to consistency, 
courage and self-denial; this Abraham Lincoln, who endeared himself to so 
many millions of hearts, and gained the admiration of other millions of peo- 
ple, both at home and abroad; whom the myriads of freedmen consider their 
savior, and tens of thousands esteem as high as George Washington, and feel 
as sincerely and affectionately attached to as Israel to her David, Rome to her 
Augustus, and France to her Napoleon I; this Abraham Lincoln, whose great- 
ness was in his goodness, and whose might was in his unshaken faith, was 
assassinated. Blush, humanity!—he was assassinated. This is the lamentable 
fact which today bends so many stout hearts with sorrow and grief—speaks by 
the tears of countless myriads, and the dark clouds of mourning which envelop 
the great Republic. Hark! listen to the voice of grievous lamentation, of woeful 
complaint, filling the very air of this vast country. “The elders of the daughter 
of Zion sit upon the ground; they are silent; they have thrown dust upon their 
heads; they have girt themselves with sackcloth, the virgins of Jerusalem have 
brought down low their head to the ground. My eyes do fail with tears, my 
bowels are heated, my liver is poured upon the earth, because of the breach of 
the daughter of my people. How shall I cheer thee, to whom compare thee, O 
daughter of Jerusalem?—to what shall I liken thee, to console thee, O virgin 
daughter of Zion?—for great like the sea is thy breach, who can heal thee?” 
Hark, listen to the doleful voice of woe, echoing from thousands of hearts: 
“Fallen is the crown of our head; woe to us, for we have sinned; therefore our 
heart is woe-stricken; therefore are our eyes dimmed.”*4 This is the lamentable 
cause of our meeting today before God, to weep with the nation, to mourn 
with our country, to show the last honors to Abraham Lincoln. 

Why? Wherefore must it be so? you ask. Silence, mortals! Upon your knees, 
sons of the dust! “And the Lord said unto Abram, get thee out of thy country, 
out of thy birthplace, and from thy father’s house, unto the land that I will show 
thee. So Abram departed as the Lord had spoken to him.” Who of the finite and 
perishable creatures will unravel the mysterious ways of infinite and everlasting 
Providence? The drop comprehends not the seas, the mote understands not the 
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sun; man, whose life is like a passing shadow, can not penetrate the counsels of 
the eternal and allwise God. Worship with humiliation, look down with awe 
at the throne of glory, and proclaim anew the sacred words: “The Lord hath 
given, the Lord hath taken away, the name of the Lord be blessed.”*> We can 
only look in and about ourselves to find the proper answer to the question: 
How can we honor best the memory of Abraham Lincoln? 

Repent your sins. “Return, Israel, to the Lord thy God, for thou hast stum- 
bled in thine iniquity,”°* this deplorable event cries, with a loud voice. God 
has punished us grievously. His mighty hand inflicted a deep and burning 
wound upon the heart of the nation, and He is just. “The Rock, his work is 
perfect, for all His ways are just. The God of truth and without iniquity, just 
and upright is He.”°” The Lord has revealed His powerful arm to remind us of 
our iniquity, and move us to repentance. Behold the man at whose command 
the mightiest armies of this world moved, and whose name is associated with 
the dearest affections of so many millions of men; the man upon whom the 
whole civilized world looked, and whom, to protect and shield, a great nation 
was ready, was destroyed by one mad villain. Must not this rouse us from our 
sinful lethargy to a consciousness of our weakness? All the power, wisdom, 
goodness and affection of man can not protect us when the Lord decrees to call 
us hence. Must not this rouse us from our sinful lethargy to a consciousness of 
our guilt? Abraham Lincoln was a good man; the millions testify, and history, 
with her impartial pencil will record it. Not in his sins, in ours, he died; “for 
before wickedness, the righteous is taken away.” He is the sin-offering for our 
iniquities. His death cries aloud, “Repent, repent your sins.” 

Verily, we need not inquire deeply to find our sins, when we know that an 
assassin was born and raised in our midst; the assassin of Abraham Lincoln 
brooded over his diabolic schemes in the very capital of our country. Where 
shall we begin to speak of the enormity of our sins? Must we speak first of the 
precepts of revenge which poison so many hearts and pervert so many minds 
to consider murder and assassination a matter of honor—assassination for 
offensive words—murder in duels? Or must we mention first the barbarous 
habit of bearing concealed arms to hide cowardice under the garb of crime? 
Or must we speak of the mercenary passions, which know of no intrinsic 
value of either persons or duties, honor or pride, art or science; which weigh 
or measure all persons and things alike by the standard of the market? Or 
must we mention the frigid hypocrisy which seeks refuge on the cushioned 
pews of fashionable churches; the haughtiness of little creatures embellished 
in costly garments and beglittered with gems, or such other dust; the scorn to 
which religion is subjected, the smile of pity cast on old-fashioned virtue, or 
the numerous and costly means to silence the crying conscience? There is no 
necessity for mentioning either of them, which are the mere fountains of our 
national sins, when we may look at once upon the broad and mad streams, 
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with their impetuous billows and thousand whirlpools. Remember the frauds 
which were committed on the nation when hundred thousands of her noblest 
sons rushed to arms and offered their lives in vindication of her holy cause. 
Remember the legion of traitors and spies who surrounded our armies and 
penetrated into the most secret recesses of our Government. Or if that is too 
vast, too much to be remembered at once, then remember, simply, that our 
very President, the chosen banner-bearer of our people, the Messiah of this 
country, was slain by the assassin’s hand in the midst of his people; and we 
must cry with Cain, “Mine iniquity is greater than I can bear.”** 

Repentance is the great lesson which this deplorable event should teach 
us. Away with your idols of silver and your idols of gold; away with haugh- 
tiness, selfishness, delusion, deception and barbarism; prostrate yourselves 
with humble spirits and contrite hearts before God; confess and repent your 
sins; be healed of your diseases, distill the Balm of Gilead in the wounds of 
your conscience; cry for mercy and forgiveness to your God, then rise better 
men, better citizens, true children of the living God—and you have honored 
the memory of him who died in our national sins; you have erected a durable 
and grand monument to that martyr of liberty whose untimely departure we 
lament. Let him live in your virtues, resurrect in your patriotism; let him glow 
and shine in your aspirations, for the benefit of humanity, and the triumph 
of justice and liberty, of light over night, and right over might; and Abraham 
Lincoln lives as he wished to live—the benefactor of his people; and Abraham 
Lincoln departed as the Lord had spoken unto him that God might fulfill his 
divine promise: “And I will make of thee a great nation.” So let us do honor 
to the memory of the departed martyr of liberty. 

Honor brethren, honor the deceased President of the United States, by 
securing to him a perpetual reign, and a dominion everlasting. How? The 
dead should reign, the deceased one have dominion everlasting? Yes, even so 
shall you do. 

The photographer or lithographer, the painter or sculptor, can not eter- 
nize a man; he can not give you more of him than a faint delineation of the 
outside, shape and features, the most unimportant portion, the mere case of a 
person. Monuments, however lofty and extensive, crowded with inscriptions 
and symbols, tell very little, after all, of the man himself, to whose honor 
they may be erected. The passions, feelings, struggles, victories, motives and 
thoughts of a great mind, and each of them is a real fraction of his existence, 
are so innumerably manifold and change so often, that no artist can represent 
a considerable portion of them. This is the case especially with the deceased, 
Abraham Lincoln. The best representation of his figure will not tell posterity 
who he was. His outside appearance bore no resemblance even to his real na- 
ture. The most skillful philosopher will fail in describing the man who stood 
at the head of affairs during this gigantic struggle, his cares and troubles, 
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his sleepless nights and days of anxiety, his thoughts and his schemes, his 
triumphs and mortifications, his hopes and fears, and ten thousand more 
sentiments, feelings and thoughts, which moved his mind in the stormy period 
of his Presidential term. He will be obliged to satisfy himself with the focus 
in which all these rays of the mind centers, with the actions of the deceased. 
Let these actions be our political creed, and Lincoln reigns perpetually; his 
is the “covenant of an everlasting priesthood,” he is immortal in his people. 

“T will restore the Union,” he promised us, and twice he took the solemn 
oath to protect and enforce the Constitution of the United States. Let these two 
points be forever the beginning and end of our political creed. He gave liberty to 
an oppressed race, “And ye shall proclaim freedom to all the inhabitants of the 
land.” Let us adhere to this great principle. All shall be free, all equal before the 
law. He was kind, charitable, and lenient towards the enemies of his country, 
longed and hoped for peace.—Let also these be cardinal points of our creed. 
Let us not be led astray by blind passions, hatred, a spirit of revenge; let us act 
entirely and conscientiously in the very spirit of the departed man, and we honor 
him. He reigns in death, and holds his dominion as though he were living still. 

Let us carry into effect and perpetuate the great desires which heaved the 
breast of Abraham Lincoln; let us be one people, one, free, just and enlightened; 
let us be the chosen people to perpetuate and promulgate liberty and righ- 
teousness, the union and freedom of the human family; let us break asunder, 
wherever we can, the chains of the bondsman, the fetters of the slave, the iron 
rod of despotism, the oppressive yoke of tyranny; let us banish strife, discord, 
hatred, injustice, oppression from the domain of man, as far as our hands do 
reach, and we secure to Abraham Lincoln a perpetual reign and dominion 
everlasting; we set him the most durable monument in the hearts of the human 
family; then he is not dead, not removed even, from our midst, and will live 
forever. If his person was called from our midst, that we be guarded against 
the follies of apotheosis, which numerous admirers already approximated, to 
teach us again the great lesson, “Trust not in the noblest ones, in the son of 
man with whom there is no salvation,” or as the prophet Isaiah expressed 
it, “Withdraw yourself from man, whose breath is in his nostrils; because, for 
what is he to be esteemed?” If God permitted it that we learn the great lesson 
of the firmness and fitness of our Government, which is the people’s Govern- 
ment, depending on no man or party; or to wake us to a sense of duty to our 
Government, to unite and fraternize us more in mourning and the common 
sympathy with the deceased President and his mourning family, the abused 
and ill-treated Secretary of State and his sons; if God has permitted the sudden 
removal of the person of Abraham Lincoln from our midst, for any or all of 
these reasons, or for reasons unknown to us, (but just and wise they certainly 
must be); his personality, his essence and substance, his mind, his soul, his 
principles, may forever remain with us and be our guiding stars. So we may 
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secure to him a perpetual reign, and a dominion everlasting; for the ideas of 
union, justice, liberty, peace, kindness, charity, forbearance and goodness are 
everlasting, like God himself. 

Murmur not against the justice and wisdom of Providence. God is just. 
Abraham Lincoln fought the battles for great ideas, and his enemies, of ne- 
cessity, must be numerous and violent. He was a man, and where is the mortal 
one without his measure of faults and infirmities; with a great man, in a great 
period of time, they only become, with his virtues, more conspicuous. Every 
man has his mission, his destiny on earth; with men of eminent positions 
it only becomes more conspicuous. Whenever our mission is fulfilled God 
calls us hence. Abraham Lincoln fulfilled a great mission; he led the country 
through this glorious struggle to glorious victory, and bequeathed to us the 
ideas which, when fully developed and realized, not only will bring upon us 
the great blessing, “And I will make of thee a great nation,” but will also fulfill 
that sacred and most glorious promise, “And in thee all families of the earth 
shall be blessed.”° All families of the earth shall be blessed by freedom, as the 
chain of the negro was broken; by union, peace, justice, equality, charity and 
kindness. So Abraham Lincoln shall reign perpetually and have an everlasting 
dominion. Therefore, “Abram departed, as the Lord had spoken to him.”*4 

Brethren, the lamented Abraham Lincoln believed himself to be bone from 
our bone and flesh from our flesh. He supposed himself to be a descendant 
of Hebrew parentage. He said so in my presence. And, indeed, he preserved 
numerous features of the Hebrew race, both in countenance and character. 

He was a man of many noble virtues, which may be our heritage; and God 
may forgive him his sins, and accept his soul in grace among the righteous 
men of all nations, and the martyrs of every sacred cause. May the Lord send 
consolation to his bereft widow and children, and heal the burning wound 
of this country which his departure afflicted on her. Brethren, let us read the 
funeral service for the soul of departed Abraham Lincoln.© 


8. YOU CALLED HIM RABBI ABRAHAM 


Lewis Naphtali Dembitz, attorney and scholar, had been a Kentucky delegate to the 
Republican National Convention in 1860, where he had cast his support behind Abra- 
ham Lincoln. His strong loyalty for Lincoln made him a natural choice to deliver a 
eulogy for the president to the members of Adath Jeshurun Congregation on April 23, 
1865. Dembitz—the uncle of the first Jew to serve as a justice on the U.S. Supreme Court, 
Louis Dembitz Brandeis—delivered one of the most eloquent of all the Jewish memo- 
rial addresses. From Dembitz, we learn that even while Lincoln was in the Executive 
Mansion, the Jews of Louisville referred to him as “Rabbi Abraham.” Dembitz’s moving 
eulogy, which appeared in the pages of the Louisville Daily Journal, is reproduced in 
its entirety below. 
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EuLoGy ON PRESIDENT LIncoLN—On Wednesday, the 19th Instant, Mr. L. N. 
Dembitz, being called upon, addressed the congregation of the Green street 
Synagogue in this city, as follows: 

My FriEnps:I speak to you on this occasion, not as a preacher—I am nota 
prophet, nor the son of a prophet—but I stand before you as the chief mourner, 
thinking, as I do, that, among this congregation, none thought oftener or more 
than I did of the great dead, whose fate we to-day lament. You often called 
him, jocosely, Rabbi Abraham, as if he was one of our nation—of the seed of 
Israel; but, in truth, you might have called him “Abraham, the child of our 
father Abraham.” For, indeed, of all the Israelites throughout the United States, 
there was none who more thoroughly filled the ideal of what a true descendent 
of Abraham ought to be than Abraham Lincoln. And, if he was uncircumcised, 
we are told, “All the nations are uncircumcised in flesh, but all they of Israel 
are uncircumcised in heart.” 

The whole duty of Israel was thus comprised in a short compass by the 
Psalmist King: “Who may go up on the mount of the Lord? Who can stand 
up in his holy place? He whose hands are clean, whose heart is pure, who did 
not call up my spirit for falsehood, and did not swear deceitfully.”°? Whose 
hands, whose heart was purer than his? Who among all our public men was 
more reverent and more truthful? 

The prophet Micah thus comprises man’s duty: “What does the Lord ask 
of thee but the doing of justice and loving kindness, and to walk humbly 
before thy God?” 

Indeed, if the good and great Abraham Lincoln did not always do justice 
fully, it was only because he loved kindness too much. But who more than 
he walked humbly before his God? Did he not ascribe all his actions to that 
overruling Providence which pointed out to him the way he should go? 

The prophet Habakuk, however, comprises what is needed for man’s sal- 
vation in one requisition: “The just shall live in his faith.”°’ It was Abraham 
Lincoln whose faith in the Almighty never wavered, who believed himself 
but an instrument in His hand, and who was ever ready to give Him honor. 

But as mortal man sins, so he, too, did sin. Just as Saul, the first king of 
Israel, was imperfect in not sufficiently hating the Lord’s enemies, as he could 
not say in David’s words, thy enemies I have hated, and for this the kingdom 
was taken from him; so it may here have been in the providence of God that 
an instrument was needed to carry out the stern demands of heavenly justice, 
while Abraham Lincoln’s great duty had been fulfilled. 

And as I have compared him with Saul, let me remind you that the most 
beautiful lamentation over the dead preserved to us is that of David over Saul, 
and his son Jonathan, who fell together, battling against the Philistines, just 
as Abraham Lincoln and his sons, not, indeed, in the flesh, but his sons in the 
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good cause, hundreds of thousands of them, and among them many a good 
Israelite, fell battling together but lately for truth and justice. 

“The pleasant and beloved in their lives, even in their deaths, they were 
not parted; they were fleeter than eagles, stronger than lions.”° And to this I 
might add what indeed is not found in the Scriptural lamentation, but in our 
weekly Sabbath prayer for the souls of the martyrs: “Fleeter than eagles and 
stronger than lions to do the will of their master, the purpose of their creator;” 
for we must indeed be no better than unbelievers, than the grossest atheists, 
not to see in this war the finger, the purpose of God, in obedience to which 
Abraham Lincoln, and the men who fought under him, laid down their lives. 

Let me add from the same prayer: “May God remember them in kindness, 
with other just men of all ages, and may He avenge before our eyes the blood 
of his servants that has been spilt.” 

And I pray myself: 

“May my soul die the death of the righteous and may my hereafter be as 
His.” Amen.”! 


MOURNING RITES AND MEMORIAL PRAYERS 





American Jews not only eulogized Lincoln as a kindred soul but also, as the following 
documents illustrate, mourned him with Jewish rites and prayers. In his eulogy, Rabbi 
Isaac Leeser recited a familiar phrase from Job that is frequently recited at Jewish burials: 
“The Lord gave, and the Lord hath taken; blessed be the name of the Lord.””? 

We know that in some synagogues the traditional Jewish prayer for the soul’s repose, 
the El Maleh Rahamim, was recited.” In memorializing Lincoln on June 1, 1865, Rabbi 
Jacques Judah Lyons (1813-77) of New York’s Shearith Israel Congregation compared the 
fallen president to the “head of the family [who] has been taken away.” As such, the congre- 
gation was entitled to pray for “the happiness of his soul.” In an excerpt from his sermon, 
(ch. 7, doc. 1, below) we see that Lyons went on to explain why reciting the Jewish tradi- 
tion’s “prayer for the dead” over Abraham Lincoln would undoubtedly “find favor with an 
all-merciful God.” 


9. MINUTES OF TEMPLE ISRAEL OF BOSTON, APRIL 18, 1865 


Abraham Lincoln was most likely the first American president whose name was for- 
mally mentioned during the recitation of the traditional Jewish mourner’s prayer, the 
Kaddish, in synagogues across the nation. According to the Jewish Messenger, “at the 
conclusion of the worship service [that took place on the Sabbath of Passover, April 15, 
1865] the whole congregation spontaneously arose and said the ‘Kadisch.”” In describing 
the grief that enveloped the Jewish community of New York, the correspondent informed 
readers that “in all the synagogues [of New York] the prayer for the dead, the ‘Kadisch,’ 
was recited by the entire congregation present.” The synagogues were all draped with 
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black shrouds, the article continued, because Lincoln’s death was a national calamity 
that was felt “by none more sincerely and profoundly .. . than the Israelites, who loved 
the lamented President for his good heart and his devotion to liberty.” 

On April 18, 1865, the Board of Temple Israel of Boston met and, according to the 
minutes, resolved to urge its members to close their businesses the following day out of 
respect for Lincoln's funeral. The congregation’s leaders also decided that, for the coming 
thirty days of mourning, “a prayer for the soul of the deceased President” would be recited 
during Sabbath worship in the synagogue. 


Mr. President opens the meeting and reports that he is considering it his duty 
to call this meeting on account of receiving the mournful news of the assassi- 
nation of the President of the U.S.A. Abraham Lincoln. The whole country was 
grieved and we give expression of sorrow of the congregation in this general 
mourning. 

By demand of the State and City authorities the April 19th was declared 
as the day of the funeral of the passed President, it was therefore decided that 
mourning services should be held in all Churches and Temples and that this 
day should be considered as the general participation in the mourning of the 
loss of the nation. 

Decided to accede to the demand of the authorities. Wednesday 12:30 PM 
the Synagogue should be opened for the mourning services for the deceased. 
Mr. [Joseph] Shoninger” was requested to give a speech for this purpose and 
prayers in English language. 

Decided to ask the Shamas to inform all members of the congregation of 
the above mentioned services and to invite them to take part in them. 

Decided that the Synagogue should be decorated outside with signs of 
mourning for 30 days. Mr. Vice President and Davis Moos were elected as 
committee for doing this. 

Decided that during these 30 days on each Sabbath a prayer for the soul 
of the deceased President should be said. 

Decided that all members of the congregation should close their business 
establishments on the day of the funeral. 

Finally decided above resolutions as well as a short extract of the sermon 
to be published in the Boston Journal & Herald and the charges to be paid by 
the congregation. 

Meeting closed. 

Jloseph] Shoninger”’ 


10. RESOLUTIONS TO MOURN LINCOLN 


Isaac Leeser published several interesting documents pertaining to the Jewish com- 
munity’s response to Lincoln’s death in his paper, the Occident and American Jewish 
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Advocate. First, Leeser provided a detailed description of the events in Congregation 
Beth-El Emeth in Philadelphia on the Sabbath when the horrifying news of Lincoln’s 
assassination was announced to worshipers by the congregation’s president, Alfred T. 
Jones. He simultaneously published the resolutions adopted by Congregation Mikvé Israel, 
also of Philadelphia, and the Executive Committee of the Board of Delegates of American 
Israelites. Both resolutions, reproduced here, testify that a grief-stricken Jewish community 
declared its corporate intention to mourn Lincoln both in their houses of worship and in 
the community at large. 


Events and Resolutions Published in the Occident 
and American Jewish Advocate 


The congregation Mikvé Israel have sent us the following proceedings, 
which we insert as requested: 

A Special Meeting of the Trustees of the Synagogue Mikvé Israel, Sev- 
enth Street, above Arch, was convened on the 16th instant, to take action in 
reference to the melancholy tidings announcing the untimely death of the 
Chief Magistrate of the Union, when the following preamble and resolutions 
were adopted: 

Whereas, The President of the United States having fallen by the hands of 
a traitorous assassin on the night of the 14th instant; therefore, 

Resolved, That this congregation, in common with the whole American 
nation, mourn the loss of Abraham Lincoln, one of its best and purest Presi- 
dents, who, like our own law-giver, Moses, brought a nation to the verge of the 
haven of peace, and, like him, not allowed to participate in its consummation. 

Resolved, That this Synagogue be draped in mourning for the space of 
thirty days, and that these resolutions be published and entered on the records 
of the congregation. 

On motion adjourned. 

L. J. Leberman, Parnas. 
A. Hart, Secretary pro tem. 
Philadelphia, April 19th, 1865 


Resolutions of the Board of Delegates of American Israelites, April 23, 1865 


The Executive Committee of the Board of Delegates of American Israelites had 
a special meeting on Sunday, April 23, for the purpose of taking suitable action 
with reference to the death of President Lincoln. Mr. Henry Josephi occupied 
the chair, Mr. M[yer] S. Isaacs acted as Secretary. 

The following resolutions were proposed and unanimously adopted:— 

Whereas, the Israelites of the United States, in common with their fellow 
citizens and all mankind, sympathize most profoundly in the nation’s grief 
and desolation at this season of mourning for the lamented President, Abra- 
ham Lincoln, 
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And whereas, it is meet and proper that the Executive Committee should, 
in behalf of the Board of Delegates of American Israelites and their constit- 
uents, record their sense of the nation’s loss, and the universal sorrow; be it, 
therefore, 

Resolved, That the national calamity that has befallen our country in the 
cruel assassination of the good, the amiable, the beloved President, Abraham 
Lincoln, finds us overwhelmed with sadness and amazement, and prompts us 
to lift up our hearts to Heaven in humble reliance upon the all-gracious and 
all-merciful Providence who alone can heal the nation’s woe and console a 
bereaved and lamenting country in the painful affliction of the hour. 

Resolved, That the memory of Abraham Lincoln shall be forever cherished 
as that ofan upright man, a zealous and patriotic citizen, a wise and beneficent 
Chief Magistrate, who, entrusted with the administration of the nation’s affairs 
at a season of unparalleled difficulty, during a long and terrible conflict with a 
gigantic rebellion, has left an imperishable monument to his virtue, his sagacity, 
his singleness of purpose in the universal homage paid by an afflicted people, 
the admiration and reverence of friends of human freedom and progress. 

Resolved, That the Israelites of the United States are deeply sensible of 
the loss humanity has sustained in the painful death of the lamented Presi- 
dent; that the trial strikes us with peculiar solemnity and significance at this 
momentous period of the nation’s history when we behold so nigh the end of 
that unhallowed combination against the government, to the hastening of 
which consummation the good, the honest Abraham Lincoln contributed so 
largely, and with all the zeal, the sincerity and the prudence of his kind heart, 
his clear, practical judgment, his steadfast, unfaltering fidelity to the Union. 

Resolved, That as a mark of reverence for his memory, this Executive 
Committee and all the members of the Board of Delegates now in the city will 
participate in the obsequies on Tuesday, and that the several Jewish congrega- 
tions and societies of this city be invited to co-operate with this committee.” 


11. THE NEW YORK TIMES’ ACCOUNT OF THE DAY OF FASTING AND HUMILIATION 


The New York Times published a detailed account of the mourning observances that 
took place in New York City’s synagogues on April 19 and 20, 1865. The correspondent 
recorded an array of fascinating details demonstrating that the entire Jewish commu- 
nity responded to Governor Reuben Fenton’s proclamation calling on the citizens of 
the state to render the day of Lincoln’s funeral in Washington D.C. (April 19, 1865), a 
day of “fasting and humiliation.” 


A Day of Fasting and Humiliation in New York, April 19-20, 1865 


The Jewish Synagogues throughout the city were well attended yesterday. The 
American flag was half-masted and the banner itself often enshrouded with 
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folds of crape; long festoons of black and white overhung the entrance-doors; 
the galleries were draped in black, and the huge tapers almost concealed be- 
neath the somber cloths of mourning. As on Saturday last, when in all the city 
synagogues the prayers for the dead and dying were repeated by the minister 
and sorrow-stricken people, so, yesterday, were the buildings crowded with 
assemblages, whose earnest attention and fervent responses to the supplica- 
tions of the officiating clergymen, gave evidence of the deep grief that bowed 
down the hearts of the congregation. As announced in the morning prayer, 
divine service was held at the various synagogues, appropriate discourses being 
delivered by the minister or lecturer, and the prayers for the dead and for the 
welfare and prosperity of the country fervently offered up. 

The house of worship of the congregation Shearith Israel, located in West 
Nineteenth-street, was well filled by a most attentive assemblage. After the 
singing of some psalms by the choir, the officiating minister, Rev. J[aques] 
J[udah] Lyons, delivered a short but eloquent address, in which he frequently 
adverted to the qualities of the man and the unswerving loyalty and honesty 
of the statesman, whose loss they were thus suddenly called upon to mourn. 
The kaddisch, or prayer for the dead, was then offered up, and after the reci- 
tation of a special prayer for the recovery of Secretary SEwARD and the future 
prosperity of the country, the choir chaunted a few additional psalms and the 
deeply-impressed congregation dispersed. 

At the synagogue of the congregation Bynai Jeshurun, situated in West 
Thirty-fourth-street, after the chaunting of several hymns by Rev. Mr. [Ju- 
dah] KRAMER, minister to the congregation, Rev. Dr. [Morris J.] RAPHAEL 
[sic], lecturer, ascended the pulpit and delivered a very impressive discourse. 
After alluding to the mournful events which they had assembled to weep and 
sorrow over together, he adverted, with much feeling, to the remembrance of 
the personal acquaintance that had existed between Mr. LINCOLN and him- 
self. He reviewed the career of the late Chief Magistrate, expressing the firm 
conviction that he had been chosen, after four years of ill fate, to save the 
country from ruin. He spoke of the late President’s political errors, and of the 
spontaneity with which he recognized them, heedless, however, of the perils 
with which he was constantly surrounded. The speaker, having referred in a 
feeling manner to the widows and orphans now abandoned to the protection 
of God, the father of the fatherless, referred to the President elect, in whose 
steadfastness and loyalty he placed, he said, the utmost confidence, doubting 
not but that he would punish rebellion and treason as the very exponents of 
all wickedness. The Rev. Dr. concluded by appealing for mercy to the God of 
nations, who had ever watched over the destinies of America and sent to us a 
WASHINGTON and a LINCOLN, whose memories would remain enshrined in 
the hearts of the people, and offered up a fervent prayer for the repose of the 
President’s soul and the future welfare and greatness of the country. 
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At the Broadway Synagogue, the ceremonies were inaugurated by the 
chaunting of a hymn and psalms by the assistant Minister, Rev. Mr. PHILLIPS. 
The Echol, or ark, wherein are deposited the scrolls of the law, was then thrown 
open and the officiating reader offered up the prayer for government, the min- 
ister to the congregation, Rev. S[amuel M.] Isaacs, terminating this portion of 
the service by a special prayer for the soul of the lamented President. After the 
return of the scrolls of the law to the Ark, Rev. Mr. Isaacs proceeded to deliver 
an eloquent discourse, taking his text from Genesis, chap. xv, v. 1: “Fear not, 
Abraham; I am thy shield. Thy reward shall be exceedingly great” At the con- 
clusion of the minister’s highly impressive remarks, which were listened to with 
decided attention, a final prayer and choral ended the ceremonies for the day. 

At the minor synagogues, the solemnity of the occasion was celebrated in 
a becoming manner. German discourses were delivered at the Norfolk-street 
Synagogue, by Rev. Dr. [Leon] STERNBERGER; at the Poel-Tzedek, by Rev. 
Dr. [Jonas] Bonp1; at the Temple Emanu-El, by Rev. Dr. [Samuel] ADLER, 
Mr. [Simon] Noots, at the Greene-street, and Mr. WALZ, at the Twenty-ninth- 
street houses of prayer, made remarks suited to the occasion. In a word, the Jew- 
ish community fully evidenced its deep appreciation of the loss the nation has 
sustained, and gave an additional proof of its unfeigned loyalty and devotion. 

The neat little synagogue of the Congregation Sheary Berochole,® in East 
Ninth-street, was the scene of very impressive ceremonies. At noon, the build- 
ing was filled to overflowing with a very respectable audience, mostly dressed 
in deep mourning, to participate in the services commemorative of the death 
of Mr. LINcoLn, arranged by the congregation. After reciting Psalms 1, 4,5, 6, 
7 and 10, the Kadish, or prayer for deceased persons, was said, and the Min- 
chah Prayer intoned, at the close of which Rev. H. WASSERMAN delivered the 
funeral sermon. His text was from Isaiah 44, 7: “For a small moment I have 
forsaken thee, and all forsook thee.” The tenor of his discourse was the necessity 
of trusting to the goodness of God, however mysterious his providences may 
seem. He exhorted all to imitate the honesty, charity and good will to all men 
which had distinguished the life and character of our deceased President. The 
Hebrew prayer for a deceased father was then said, coupled with an exhortation 
for the recovery of the Secretary of State and his son was then said, and after 
the recitation of five psalms, the congregation dispersed.*! 


12. THE JEWISH RECORD DESCRIBES LINCOLN’S FUNERAL PROCESSION 


A final document, taken from the pages of the Jewish Record of New York, offers us an 
interesting and detailed description of Lincoln’s funeral procession in New York City and 
of the “hundreds of Jewish citizens” who participated in the pageant’s Fourth Division. 
This article closes with an impassioned sermon and prayer, delivered by Rabbi Samuel 
M. Isaacs of New York’s Temple Shaarey Tefila.®? 
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Abraham Lincoln’s railroad funeral car, 1865. Courtesy Library of Congress Prints and 
Photographs Division, Washington, D.C. 


Jewish Participation in the Lincoln Funeral Pageant, 
April 25, 1865, at Union Square, New York 


With Oriental brightness and warmth did the sun shine down, on Tuesday 
last, upon crowded house-top and groaning balcony, haughty monument 
and unpretending dwelling, glorious banners, the emblems of victory, and 
trailing draperies, somber evidence of woe. Never before had the historian 
to chronicle so unaffected a display of universal sorrow, so grand a pageant 
testifying respect for a departed chief. Not in the old world could a monarch, 
with his unnumbered legion, command the payment of any such tribute of 
administration even to the memory of a fallen hero. Nor could the new world 
have beheld such an outpowering [sic] of its masses, had the object of popular 
recognition been a great conqueror or a great king. It was reserved for the 
people of this country, through the masses, its true and sole representative, to 
drop a tear in the yawning grave soon to be closed upon the mortal remains 
of the late President of the Republic. Everywhere the seemingly silent grief of 
the people had found utterance in a display of draperies of woe. Everywhere 
huge banners with bindings of dark crape, forming a strange contrast with the 
crimson and azure of the stripes and fields, tiny bannerets, with appropriate 
inscriptions, epitaph-like mottoes of immortelles, pendent festoons, golden ea- 
gles enshrouded, as it were, by the cloud of gloom, pillars as somber as those of 
the catafalco itself, badges of mourning, saddened faces and sorrowing hearts. 
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Artistic skill, the poetry of woe, the tenderness of women were alike brought 
into requisition to further demonstrate to the eye how solemn was the occasion. 

The funeral was a grand pageant. Cavalry that had charged on many a 
battlefield, artillery-men that had planted their batteries and stared death full in 
the face, infantry that had shared the forced marches incident to the strategical 
combinations of war, benevolent and protective association having for object 
the assisting of the weak, the guarding of the helpless, the healing of mental 
and physical ills, all professions, all trades and social organizations were hand 
in hand testifying by their presence in the ranks to the respect they bore the 
deceased Chief Magistrate. It was a grand, an impressive scene; one which 
the youngest will remember to the last hour of life, with the recollection of 
the darkly-brilliant scene undimmed by the lapse of years. 

The funeral pageant started from City Hall a few minutes before two 
o'clock, the military cortege forming the vanguard, followed by the represen- 
tatives of the City, Country and State governments and of the United States 
Department. Then came the clergy, the press, the bar and several political 
organizations. The Fourth Division, in charge of General J. H. Hobart Ward, 
numbered in its ranks hundreds of Jewish citizens. Foremost of these came the 
FREEMASONS, in whose ranks were noticeable three organizations numbering 
none but Jewish members: the Adelphi Lodge, headed by P. M. W. Asheim; 
Mount Neboh Lodge, in charge of W. Bro. J. Sulzberger, and King Solomon 
Lodge, under the guidance of Bro. Koch. In direct advanced the INDEPENDENT 
ORDER OF RED Mev, in whose van there were borne three massive links of a 
chain, enshrouded with black crape, their banner being also draped in black. 
The order comprised some eighteen lodges, numbering in all about fifteen 
hundred members. In direct sequence marched the members of the INDEPEN- 
DENT ORDER OF B’NAI B’RITH represented by fifteen lodges and in charge of 
P. W. Frank, Esq., Grand Marshal, J. Ballin and N. Schainwald, Aids. Each lodge 
was preceded by its respective officers and all advanced in the following order: 
New York Lodge, No. 1; Zion, No. 2; Saran, No. 3; Hebron, No. 5; Lebanon, 
No. 9; Beer-Sheba, No. 11; Jordan, No. 15; Palestine, No. 18; Canaan, No. 29; 
Rhehoball,®3 No. 38; Arnon, No. 39; Isaiah, No. 41; Mordecai, No. 57; Hillel, 
No. 28; Tabor, No. 31. The order numbered in all twelve to fourteen hundred 
members. THE ORDER OF B’NAI ABRAHAM, was represented by Abraham Lodge 
No. 1, mustering about fifty members. THE ORDER OF B’NAI MoscuE mustered 
some four hundred members who bore in front two magnificent banners, 
bearing the mottoes of the Order, with the brilliancy of the gilding and the 
brightness of the hue dimmed by the somber shroud that embraces the folds. 
THE I. O. FREE Sons OF ISRAEL numbered ten lodges under the command of 
the M. W. Grand Master Bro. Pettenger. In the ranks were the Constitution 
Grand Lodge; Noah Lodge, No. 1; Reuben, No. 3; Levy, No. 5; Arich, No. 6; 
Issachar, No. 7; Zebulon, No. 8; Dan, No. 9; Napthali, No. 10, and Gad, No. 11, 
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turning out in all some nine hundred members. THE CHEBRA ANSHE EMUNO 
numbered about one hundred representatives, headed by Mr. M. Stark, who 
brought up the rear in the Jewish department of the Fourth Division. In the 
Seventh Division, the CERES UNION one hundred and twenty-five strong, pre- 
sented a good appearance, wearing a badge of white satin ribbon, with a heavy 
black border, bearing the inscription: CEREs—[with picture of an] URN—WE 
Mourn Our Loss. 

THE NATIONAL GLEE CLuB, a combination of the Henry Clay Debat- 
ing Society, the Webster Literary Association, made a creditable display, and 
brought up the rear of the procession, inasmuch as their co-religionists were 
participants in its grandeur. The dense mass marched onward and upward, 
the sad music ever and anon swelling in volume and dying away upon the 
spring breeze and, at length, the lower portions of the city resumed its wonted 
aspect, no vestiges left of the mighty throng that so recently had invaded ev- 
ery foot of tenable ground. AT UNIon Square at four o'clock precisely were 
assembled at the Nineteenth street Synagogue, delegates from a number of 
congregations and associations who, in charge of Benj. I. Hart, Esq., marshal, 
and M.S. Isaac, Esq., aid, marched to Union Square. In the ranks of this large 
deputation were representatives of the congregation B’nai Jeshurun, Shaary 
Tefila, Anshi Chesed, Rodef Sholem, B’nai Israel, Ahavas Chesed, Beth Israel 
Bikur Cholim, Poel Tsedek, Bikur Cholim u Kadisha, Aderath El, Mishkan 
Israel; of the Hebrew Benevolent Y.M.H.B. Fuel, Hebrew Free School, Hebrew 
Mutual Benefit, Mutual Benefit and Burial, Jerusalem and Purim associations; 
and deputies from the Orphan Asylum and Board of American Delegates.*4 In 
all, the representatives numbered about two hundred; they proceeded through 
Fifth Avenue to Fifteenth Street, thence to the Maison Doree. The meeting was 
just being called to order. 

On the speakers’ platform we noticed the Rev. Drs. [Morris] Raphall, [Jo- 
nas] Bondi; the Rev. Mr. [Judah] Kramer; Henry Josephi, Esq., President of 
the Board of American Delegates, Benjamin] I. Hart, Esq. and several other 
co-religionists. After a prayer by the Rev. Dr. [Stephen H.] Tyng, an oration 
by the Hon. George Bancroft, the reading of the late President Lincoln’s last 
inaugural address, the further reading of a psalm by the Rev. Mr. [William H.] 
Boole, and the offering up of a fervent prayer by the Rev. Dr. [Ebenezer P.] 
Rogers, the Rev. S[amuel] M. Isaacs stepped forward and prefaced his prayer 
to the throne of grace, by the following passage from the scriptures: 

“Remember, O Lord, thy tender mercies and thy loving kindness; for they 
are eternal.®> Grant us to be among those who die by thy hand, O Lord! those 
who die by old age, whose lot is eternal life; yea, who enjoy even here Thy 
hidden treasures. His soul shall dwell at ease, and his seed shall inherit the 
land.*° Therefore we will not fear, though the earth be overturned and though 
the mountains be hurled in the midst of the seas.®” 
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“He redeemeth thy life from destruction; He crowneth thee with [loving] 
kindness and tender mercies.** Wherefore doth living [man] complain, he who 
can master sins?*? Small and great are there; and the servant is free from his 
master.°? For He remembered that they were but flesh; a wind that passeth away 
and cometh not again.” All flesh shall perish together, and man shall return 
unto dust—who rejoice even to exultation and are glad when they find a grave.” 

“And such a frail mortal, shall be more just than God? Shall man be more 
pure than his maker??? In God I will praise His Word; in the Lord, I will praise 
His word.% Man is like to vanity; his days are as a shadow of thing that passeth 
away.®> Be kind, O Lord, unto those that are good, and unto them that are 
upright in their hearts.*° Let the pious exult in glory; let them sing aloud upon 
their couches.*” Then shall Thy light break forth as in the morning, and Thy 
health shall spring forth speedily, and Thy righteousness shall precede Thee; 
the glory of the Lord shall be thy reward.°* The Lord shall preserve thee from 
all evil. He shall preserve thy soul.% 

“Behold, the keeper of Israel doth neither slumber nor sleep.!° The Eter- 
nal killeth and maketh alive; He bringeth down to the grave and bringeth 
up.!! Wilt Thou not turn and revive us, that we may rejoice in Thee?!” Let us, 
therefore, trust in the Lord; for with the Lord there is mercy, and with Him is 
plenteous redemption.!™ 

“One generation passeth away and another generation cometh; but the 
earth abideth forever.!°4 For the word of the Lord is upright, and all his works 
are done in faithfulness. The dust shall return to the earth as it was, and 
the spirit shall return unto God who gave it.!°° His seed shall be mighty upon 
earth: the generation of the upright shall be blessed.!°’ The Lord gave, and the 
Lord hath taken away. Blessed be the name of the Lord.1% 

“And as for him, righteousness shall precede him and form steps for 
his way. 

“Ye are blessed of the Eternal, who made heaven and earth.”! 

The reverend gentleman then delivered the following impressive prayer: 

“Thou, whose attributes are omnipotence, Thy eye unseen, sees, Thy direc- 
tion unknown, guides; Thy mercy unbounded, upholds; our God, our Father. 
From hearts penetrated by grief, we pray; oppressed by the weight of our feel- 
ings, bruised in spirit, we most earnestly implore Thee, visit us not in Thine 
anger, nor chastise us according to our works. Enter not into judgment with 
us, look not to our iniquities. As frail, erring creatures, in faltering accents 
we confess our guilt. Who can be justified before Thy immaculate purity? In 
humble and reverential awe, we approach Thee, invoking Thee to inspire us 
with a proper spirit and temper of hearts and mind under the powers of Thy 
providence. God of Abraham, of Isaac, and of Jacob, millions of beings Thy will 
has created this day fall prostrate at Thy throne, offering the overflowing of their 
hearts and their resignation to Thy will, as the homage of their adoration. The 
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inhabitants of this land are overburdened with grief. The good being who, like 
Aaron of old, ‘stood between the living and the dead," so that the war which 
decimated the land might cease. Alas! he is no more. Thy servant, Abraham 
Lincoln, has, without a warning, been summoned before Thy august presence. 
He has served the people of his afflicted land faithfully, zealously, honestly, and, 
we would fain hope, in accordance with Thy supreme will. O heavenly abode 
of bliss; that Thy angels of mercy may be commissioned to convey his soul to 
the spot reserved for martyred saints; that the suddenness with which one of 
the worst beings deprived him of life may atone for any errors which he may 
have committed. Almighty God! Every heart is pierced with anguish—every 
countenance furrowed with grief, at our separation from one we revered and 
loved. We beseech Thee, in this period of our sorrow and despondency, to 
sooth our pains and calm our griefs; and, as in days of old, before the sun of 
Eli went down, Thou didst cause that of Samuel to beam upon Israel, so it may 
be thy divine will, as the sun of our deeply lamented Abraham Lincoln had 
scarcely set, and darkness covered the people, that the sun of Andrew Johnson, 
which has burst upon the gloom, may shed its brilliant rays as sparkling it is 
borne amid purity and innocence. Our Father, who art in Heaven, show us this 
kindness, so that our tears may cease to depict our sorrow and give peace to 
the joyful hope that, through Thy goodness, peace and concord may supersede 
war and dissension, and our beloved Union, restored to its former tranquility, 
may be enabled to carry out Thy wish for the benefit and the happiness of 
humanity. We pray Thee do this; if not for our sake, for the sake of our little 
ones unsullied by sin, who lisp Thy holy name, with hands uplifted, with the 
importunity of spotless hearts, they re-echo our supplication. Let the past be 
the end of our sorrow, the future the harbinger of peace and salvation to all 
who seek Thee in truth. Amen." 
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Conflicting Obligations: Shavuot and the National 
Day of Humiliation and Mourning 


n April 21, 1865, a nine-car funeral train, draped in the black habiliments of 

mourning, began a 1,700-mile trip that would carry Abraham Lincoln’s remains 
from Washington, D.C., to the site of his final resting place at Oak Ridge Cemetery in 
Springfield, Illinois. American clerics, politicians, and communal leaders continued 
to deliver eulogies and tributes to Lincoln, especially in major cities where the public 
would be given an opportunity to view the president’s body and mark the occasion 
with a funeral pageant.! Even as the funeral train was winding its way across the Old 
Northwest, a decision was made to schedule a special day of reflection that would help 
the nation bring the intense mourning period to a close. On April 25, President Andrew 
Johnson proclaimed that on Thursday, May 25, the citizens of the United States would 
commemorate a “day of humiliation and mourning.” He urged them “to assemble in 
their respective places of worship, ... [and] to unite in solemn service to Almighty 
God, ... [and to meditate on Lincoln’s] memory.” 

Unfortunately, the day President Johnson and his advisors had selected as the na- 
tional day of mourning—Thursday, May 25, 1865—coincided with Ascension Day, a day of 
rejoicing that formally concluded the Easter season. Evidently, the conflict was promptly 
brought to the administration’s attention, and four days later Johnson issued a second 
proclamation wherein he corrected the faux pas by rescheduling the day of mourning to 
June 1, 1865. The new date undoubtedly pleased Ascension Day observers, but in chang- 
ing the date to June 1, Johnson unknowingly created an upsetting dilemma for many 
American Jews because June 1 corresponded to the second day of the Shavuot festival. 

On Shavuot, as on all major Jewish festivals, Jews are commanded to rejoice— 
mourning and grief are strictly forbidden. American Jews recognized that, in some 
sense, they were caught on the horns of a dilemma; they wanted to express their alle- 
giance to the nation and their reverence for Lincoln, as well as to properly observe the 
traditions of their faith. How could American Jews participate in a national colloquium 
of mourning for their beloved Lincoln and concomitantly participate in a Jewish holy 
day that literally commanded them to celebrate with “gladness and rejoicing”? 

In taking note of this circumstance, the editor of the Jewish Messenger expressed 
his impatience with the Christian clerics who complained about the original scheduling 
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conflict. “It is not to be expected,” he wrote, “that President Johnson shall, amid the 
trying and important duties that devolve upon him at the outset of his administration, 
keep in memory every festival, fast-day and ceremonial observed by [the various re- 
ligious traditions].” Ascension Day was far from a major holiday, and by compelling 
the president to move the date of the day of mourning because of it, the editor sug- 
gested the clerics were making a tempest in a teapot. The Jews, the editor predicted, 
would take the high road; they would find a way to observe the “Feast of Weeks” even 
while they joined “in a sincere and earnest prayer to God for the repose of the soul of 
the late President Lincoln, whose memory all revere.” Indeed, many of the sermons 
that American rabbis delivered on Shavuot day—the National Day of Humiliation and 
Mourning—prove that amid their gladness and rejoicing, most Jews were determined 
to “spare an earnest moment for communion with God, for heartfelt prayer in memory 
of the good Abraham Lincoln.”4 

Jacques Judah Lyons, the rabbi of Congregation Shearith Israel in New York, was 
one of the few Jewish leaders who insisted that even at a time such as this, Jews could 
not serve two masters. He told his congregants that they had convened on Shavuot 
to mark the “great festival commemorating the revelation of God on Mt. Sinai,” and 
they were therefore commanded to be glad and rejoice. “Sorrow and dejection, the 
chief characteristics of a day of humiliation,” he told them, “are incompatible with 
our joy.” Lyons quickly added, however, that had it not been a Jewish festival, “we too, 
in common with our fellow-citizens of all denominations, would have observed this 
day of humiliation.”° 

In Baltimore, Rabbi Benjamin Szold told his people they would not “lower [them- 
selves] into mournful meditation” on Shavuot. He pointed out that since the traditional 
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periods of official Jewish mourning for the president, shivah and shloshim, had elapsed, 
it would be improper, Jewishly speaking, to perpetuate an official period of lamenta- 
tion.® The period of mourning was over, Szold reassured his congregants, and they had 
no reason to think they were desecrating the sacred festival. They could participate in 
the “National Day of Humiliation” not as mourners per se but as loyal Americans who 
were pausing to reflect on the life of Abraham Lincoln “in love, loyalty and respect.” 


We will not shed tears when we remember him but will be seized with 
silent, holy joy. Let us delight in the thought that such a wonderful man 
lived in our time and in this country; let us delight in the thought that his 
name made this nation so much richer; that we not only have a George 
Washington, but a Lincoln as well, a glorious example of high virtues for 
us, and all who will come after us. Therefore, my friends, let us think of 
Lincoln enshrined in beautiful flowers, and let us in spirit visit his grave 
to admire the blossoms which his virtues made grow out of the dust.’ 


Alfred T. Jones, a newspaper editor, businessman, and community leader, spoke 
about Lincoln during Shavuot services at Philadelphia's Mickve Israel Congregation. 
Jones argued that American Jews wanted to participate in the national day of mourn- 
ing along with their fellow citizens, and this was a duty that was so compelling that it 
superseded the obligations and duties traditionally associated with the holy festival: “It 
cannot be improper or inappropriate to recall and reflect upon the great event which 
sits so heavily upon the nation, thereby evincing to the world that our hearts beat in 
unison with our fellow-citizens of other denominations; that although a peculiar peo- 
ple in many respects, we feel ourselves a component part of this great community of 
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States, exulting in their triumphs, deploring their defeats, rejoicing in their joys and 
partaking in their sorrows.”8 

Worshipers at New York’s Bene Israel Congregation may have been a bit surprised 
to hear Reverend Morris R. Deleeuw (d. 1915)? tell them that Shavuot was actually a most 
fitting day for Jews to mourn the martyred president. It was true, Deleeuw declared, 
that Shavuot was the day on which Jews rejoiced in remembering that God had given 
them the Torah. Yet the preacher reminded his congregation that on Shavuot and all 
other Jewish festivals, it is customary for Jews to recite memorial prayers (yizkor) for 
their deceased relatives. Was it not entirely fitting to count Father Abraham as one 
of their own departed loved ones? Therefore, Deleeuw concluded, “had the President 
done so wittingly he could not well have chosen a day more fitting the object of his 
proclamation.” 

In the end, the scheduling of the National Day of Humiliation and Mourning for 
Lincoln on the Jewish festival of Shavuot proved to be a “conflict” that was easily re- 
solved for most American Jews. They instinctively knew they would find a viable way 
to commemorate their festival as best they could, and, simultaneously, they would “set 
aside a solemn service in memory of the lamented Abraham Lincoln.” 
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1. “We May Not Raise Our Voice in Lamentation” 
2. We Should Regard Abraham Lincoln as a Son of Israel 
3. Who Will Refuse to Mingle His Tears with Those Which Flow from a Sorrow- 


Stricken Nation? 


4. “His Kind Nature Cannot So Easily Be Rejected from Our Disturbed Minds” 


1. “WE MAY NOT RAISE OUR VOICE IN LAMENTATION” 


On Thursday morning, June 1, 1865, Rabbi Jacques Judah Lyons of New York’s Congre- 
gation Shearith Israel told his people that, much to his deep regret, the Jew was strictly 
forbidden to mourn on Shavuot. “We can comply but with one direction,” he told his 
congregation, ““Thou shalt rejoice before the Lord thy God.” Yet the rabbi did offer 
his people a useful dispensation. During the recitation of the “mourners prayer”— 
the Kaddish—which was a regular feature of every Jewish worship service including 
Shavuot, there should be no objection if Jewish worshipers prayed for “the reception of 
[Lincoln’s] soul into the kingdom of Heaven.” 
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Abraham Lincoln 


Yesterday morning the Synagogue of the Congregation “Shearith Israel” on 
Nineteenth Street, near Fifth Avenue, was crowded with worshipers of the 
Jewish faith, the especial occasion being with them the commemoration of 
the Feast of the Pentecost, but also on account of the day being set apart by 
the President for humiliation and to testify the grief felt at the loss of our late 
Chief Magistrate. 

The discourse was delivered by the minister, the Rev. J. J. Lyons, from the 
following text: “The Lord is in his holy temple, let all the earth keep silence 
before him.”—Habakuk 2:20. 

These are the opening words of the lesson of the prophets of this festi- 
val. Throughout the land the court of every shrine is this day frequented; all 
earthly pursuits and worldly thoughts are set aside and the presence of the 
Merciful One is sought in his sanctuary by our fellow-citizens, to evince their 
resignation under the recent calamity that has befallen them, in the murder 
of their Chief Magistrate. We, as Israelites, however, have come here this day 
in accordance with our time-honored custom, to complete the celebration of 
our great festival commemorating the revelation of God on Mount Sinai. Then 
and there a government was inaugurated, which pointed to God, the Supreme 
ruler of Heaven and Earth as King, and made all men, of whatever rank, wealth, 
or learning, equals in the eyes of the law; and well may it be said, it was the 
occasion from which the world may date with propriety the commencement 
of its civilization. In the annual commemoration of the great event, during the 
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period of our dispersion, we can comply but with one direction, which is thus 
recorded in Deuteronomy 6:11: “Thou shalt rejoice before the Lord thy God.” 
Joy, then, my friends, is enjoined upon us as our chief duty upon our present 
festival. You need scarcely be told that by that joy is meant the emotion excited 
by a proper appreciation of God’s kindness, which excludes all evidence of 
grief, and is evinced in acts of gratitude and songs of fervent praise. Sorrow 
and dejection, the chief characteristics of a day of humiliation, are incompatible 
with our joy. The rules of our ritual prohibit every demonstration of sorrow and 
all supplicatory invocation on this day of joy. But for this restriction we too, in 
common with our fellow-citizens of all denominations, would have observed 
this day of humiliation. Had not the day that was originally appointed for this 
purpose been changed, we, too, would have mourned “with a great and very 
sore lamentation” the loss of a true and tried patriot; and like the Egyptians 
of old, at the death of one of our patriarchs. We could have fulfilled the forty 
days of embalmment, in the hearts of the people, of that great and good chief, 
who in the hour of victory had malice for none and charity for all. The Rev. 
Mr. Lyons then went on to say that as Hebrews we regret that we are prevented 
by the restriction on our religious rules to give a full response to our feelings. 
He then went on and eulogized the memory of the President in a beautiful 
manner, and said that if we may not raise our voice in lamentation, we may as 
members “of that great house of mourning, where the head of the family has 
been taken away,” avail ourselves of the privilege of praying for the happiness 
of his soul. The prayer for the dead, which is so well intended to bring conso- 
lation to the heart of the mourner, so far from being prohibited, constitutes in 
some of our congregations a particular feature of the service, this being one 
of the days designated, whereupon a remembrance of our departed friends is 
calculated to sanctify our rejoicing, to impress us with the transitoriness of 
all that is of this earth, and make us aspire to the possession of the eternal joy, 
reserved for the righteous in a blessed immortality. As we have said from this 
place on a recent occasion, it is the assurance of our religion. Israel’s bondage 
was broken, and seven weeks after the nation for the first-time was brought in 
communion with their God to witness the revelation of his power and will. 
Then and there men’s liberty was defined, restraints were placed upon his 
passions when the all-saving lessons of truth and justice were promulgated, 
that with the good and with the pious of all creeds it shall be well in the world 
to come. The religion of Israel, although it comprises the observance of the 
covenant to the descendants of the patriarchs, does so without any exclusive 
spirit. The restoration and consequent separation are intended to perpetuate 
the service, to keep from all possible injury the word of God and his promises 
to all men. Our holy religion dooms none because of this creed to eternal 
condemnation. It opens the gates of mercy, of divine knowledge and love to 
every race, every sect, every person. In this spirit, believing that the merits of 
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our departed President will find favor with an all-merciful God, let us pray 
for the reception of his soul into the kingdom of Heaven. 


2. WE SHOULD REGARD ABRAHAM LINCOLN AS A SON OF ISRAEL 


In Baltimore, on the National Day of Humiliation and Mourning, Rabbi Benjamin Szold 
addressed the members of Ohev Shalom Congregation in German. He told them it was 
his “solemn duty to dedicate [his] sermon to [the] late President Abraham Lincoln.” 
Like his colleague Jacques Judah Lyons of Shearith Israel in New York, Szold informed 
his people that, strictly speaking, they were forbidden on Shavuot to lower themselves 
into a “mournful meditation.” Szold quickly pointed out, however, that according to 
Jewish tradition, the formal periods of intense mourning for the president (shivah and 
shloshim) had already elapsed. He was therefore free to expound upon Lincoln’s ex- 
traordinary achievements without fear of fostering an atmosphere of mourning that the 
Jewish law forbade on holy festivals. 

‘The following excerpts from Szold’s lengthy holiday sermon—provided in the German 
original together with English translations—illustrate the essence of the rabbi’s eulogistic 
message on the National Day of Humiliation and Mourning. He told his people that there 
are two kinds of flowers by the side of Lincoln’s grave, the flower of love and the flower of 
hope. Sustaining the flower metaphor throughout his sermon, Szold linked it to the Jewish 
experience, enjoining his congregants to rejoice in Lincoln’s love of freedom as well as in 
the spiritual kinship he had with the Jewish people. 


Vaterland und Freiheit [Fatherland and Freedom] 


Wir haben heute wieder in Gemafheit der Proklamation unseres Prasidenten 
die Aufgabe, unsere gottesdienstliche Betrachtung dem Andenken des verstor- 
benen Prasidenten Abraham Lincoln zu weihen.—Aber heute wollen wir nicht, 
wie in unseren friheren, seinem Andenken gewidmeter Reden, das hohe Bild 
des Verstorbenen in jener blutig schaurigen Gestalt vor uns treten lassen. .. . 
Wir wollen heute nicht mehr in traurige Betrachtungen uns versenken; denn 
die von unserer Religion festgesetzten Trauerfristen, Schiwah und Schloschim, 
in welchen es allein dem Trauernden gestattet ist, mit schmerzvolle Gefiihlen 
und mit blutendem Herzen dem Hingegangenen nachzublicken, sind bereits 
vortiber.—Auferdem feiern wir ja heute ein Fest, an welchem keine Trauer in 
israelitischen Gemiiten Platz greifen darf, selbst wenn es von dem herbsten 
Unfallen betroffen wurde; da ja an diesen Feste die Erinnerung gefeiert wird 
an die Offenbarung am Sinai, welche uns den reichen und frischen Lebens-und 
Glaubens-quell erschlossen, aus dem wir Trost schépfen fiir die herbsten Prii- 
fungen, Linderung fiir die grof&ten Leiden und Heilung fiir die blutendsten 
Wunden des Herzens. 

[Today, in accordance with the proclamation of our president, we once 
more have been assigned the task of dedicating our service to considerations 
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of the memory of our deceased president, Abraham Lincoln.—However, we 
would not, as we did in our previous sermons devoted to his memory, evoke 
the noble image of the deceased as a blood-stained and frightful figure, because 
shivah and shloshim, the periods of mourning set down by our religion, have 
already passed, and these are the only times when it is permitted to think back 
on the deceased with feelings of pain and with bleeding hearts.—Moreover, 
we are after all celebrating today a festival when no mourning should fill the 
Jewish mind, even if it has been struck by a most severe disaster. For on this 
festival, the remembrance of the Revelation at Sinai is being celebrated, an 
event which opened for us the rich and fresh source of life and creed, from 
which we draw comfort for most severe tests, solace for greatest suffering, and 
healing for most heavily wounded hearts.] 

... Die Liebesblume, meine Freunde, wurde einst an diesem Feste von dem 
himmlischen Vater dem Israeliten an den Busen gesteckt mit dem gottlichen 
Zurufe, der uns da erscholl: “Ehre und liebe deinen Vater und deine Mutter, auf 
dass du lange in dem Reiche lebest, das Gott dir zum Besitz eingibt.”—Diese 
Liebesblume der Elternehrung schmiickte auch den Busen des verstorbenen 
Abraham Lincoln; denn er ehrte und liebte seinen Vater—er ehrte und liebte 
das Vaterland! Er ehrte und liebte seine Mutter—er ehrte und liebte die Freiheit, 
die uns eine liebende und zartliche Mutter ist. 

... Und um dieser Liebe willen, die Lincoln zur Freiheit hegte, . . . miis- 
sen wir Israeliten das Andenken an Lincoln besonders hochhalten; denn die 
Freiheit ist ja besonders unsere Mutter, die uns zuerst liebend in ihre Arme 
schloss, die auf ihren Fittichen aus dem agyptischen Sklavenhause uns zum 
Sinai hintrug. ... 

Israeliten! Wir haben auf unserer grof’en Wanderung durch die Mensch- 
heitsgeschichte manches Vaterland gefunden; aber noch keine Mutter! ... Erst 
hier in dieser grof$en Republik haben wir nicht nur ein Vaterland, sondern auch 
eine Mutter—die Freiheit—gefunden, die alle Kinder des Vaterlandes, ohne 
Unterschied der Abstammung und des Glaubensbekenntnisses mit gleicher 
Liebe und Innigkeit in ihre Arme schlieft. 

[... The flower of love, my friends, was once pinned by the Heavenly Fa- 
ther on the breast of the Israelite, with the divine admonition which resounded: 
“Honor and love your father and your mother so that you may long live upon the 
land which God gives you as a possession.’—This flower of love, namely honor 
shown to parents, also adorned the breast of the late Abraham Lincoln, because 
he honored and loved his father—he honored the Fatherland! He honored and 
loved his mother—he honored and loved Freedom, our loving and tender mother. 

... For the sake of Lincoln’s great love of freedom, . . . we Israelites in par- 
ticular must revere his memory because Freedom is in particular our mother 
who took us first into her loving arms and bore us on wings from Egyptian 
slavery to Sinai.... 
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Israelites! On our long travels through the history of humankind we have 
found many a fatherland, but not yet a mother. ... Only here, in this great 
republic, have we found not only a fatherland, but a mother—Freedom—who 
embraces all children of the Fatherland with equal love and sincerity, regardless 
of origin and faith.] 

Darum, meine Freunde, sollten wir Abraham Lincoln, der unserer Mutter 
mit solcher Treue ergeben war, als einen Sohn Israels betrachten. Und wenn 
viele vom politischen Standpunkt aus ihm seinen Platz in der Geschichte 
neben Washington anweisen, so wollen wir dagegen von einem héheren 
Standpunkt, vom humanistischen Standpunkt aus, ihm auch seinen Platz 
anweisen neben unseren Tugend-und Wahrheits-helden, neben den Hoch- 
gestalten israelitischer Vorzeit! War er auch nicht, wie manche behaupten, 
Fleisch von unserem Fleisch und Bein von unserem Bein, so war er doch 
Geist von unserem Geiste und Seele von unserer Seele. Sein Geist und seine 
Seele, sein Herz und sein Gemiit, seine ganze innere Natur und Anlage, seine 
glithende Begeisterung fiir alles Edle und Hohe, seine Liebe zum Vaterlande, 
zur Freiheit und zur Menschheit, alles an und in ihm, wodurch sein Wesen, 
sein Denken und Empfinden sich offenbarten, bis auf seine Redeweise, und die 
Methode, die ihm eigen war, erhabene Ideen durch Gleichnisse zu erlautern 
und dem Verstandnis naher zu bringen, waren echt israelitisch, von echt alt 
israelitischem Geiste. Darum wie die alten israelitischen Glaubenshelden 
uns als ewige Musterbilder gelten, so lasst uns auch in ihm ein hohes und 
leuchtendes Musterbild erblicken. 

[Therefore, my friends, we should regard Abraham Lincoln, so loyally 
devoted to our mother (= Freedom), as a son of Israel. And if many, from a 
political standpoint, assign him a place in history next to Washington, we, on 
the other hand, from a higher, from a humanistic standpoint, should place him 
next to our heroes of virtue and of truth, next to eminent figures of Israelite 
antiquity. And if, as some will have it, he was not flesh of our flesh or bone 
of our bone, he was indeed spirit of our spirit and soul of our soul. His spirit 
and his soul, his heart and mind, his innermost nature and disposition, his 
fervent enthusiasm for everything noble and lofty, his love for the Fatherland, 
for Freedom and humanity, everything about him and in him that manifested 
his nature, his thought and his feeling, down to his way of speaking and the 
method, all his own, of clarifying lofty ideas by means of analogies in order 
to make them understood—these were truly Israelitish, in the spirit of ancient 
Israel. Therefore, just as the old Israelite faith heroes are our eternal exemplars, 
let us also see in him a lofty and shining exemplar.]” 


CONFLICTING OBLIGATIONS 


3. WHO WILL REFUSE TO MINGLE HIS TEARS WITH THOSE 
WHICH FLOW FROM A SORROW-STRICKEN NATION? 


Although some rabbis admonished their people to preserve their joyful spirit on Shavuot 
in accordance with Jewish law, there were those who disagreed. Speaking to the members 
of Mickve Israel Congregation in Philadelphia, Rabbi Sabato Morais explicitly directed 
the “Hebrews of America” to suppress the spiritual gladness that they would typically be 
expected to exhibit on the festival of Shavuot. In this excerpt from Morais’s “Discourse,” 
delivered on June 1, 1865, the rabbi acknowledged the tremendous grief that had over- 
whelmed American Jewry in the loss of their “good and great Abraham.” Morais enjoined 
his congregants to acknowledge both their spirit of joy and their expressions of lamentation 
by vowing to give “unswerving fidelity to the Law of Sinai, and steadfast allegiance to the 
American Constitution.”® 


A Discourse 


From the uttermost part of the earth we have heard songs, “Glory to 

the righteous.” But I said, Alas! alas! woe unto me! the traitors have 

dealt treacherously; yea, the traitors have dealt very treacherously.” 
Isaiah 24:16 


Hebrews of America! Repress the joyful emotions that thrill your hearts! Heirs 
of the fiery law, which from the secret top of Sinai did, at this season, cast forth 
rays of unquenchable light! dismiss, if it be for a few moments, the pleasurable 
thoughts that cluster around your minds! True, when the residue of the chosen 
seed holds a feast to the Lord, you cannot afflict your soul with fasting. Sack- 
cloth and ashes would ill become those who but yesterday came hither adorned 
with the garment of unfading beauty first donned at Horeb. Yet, the memory 
of the righteous must, even now, draw from our lips a blessing and a prayer. 

We would fain have postponed the discharge of so solemn but mournful 
a duty. We would have, at least, wished that in this land of equal rights, where 
the religious tenets of a majority can claim no higher privileges than those 
revered by a minority, there should not have been found protestants against 
the first summons of the authorities. But who among us will, this day, let any 
motives sever him from the community? Who will refuse to mingle his tears 
with those which, like a swelling stream, flow from a sorrow-stricken nation?... 

Men of Israel! At the foot of the altar let us vow again this day unswerving 
fidelity to the Law of Sinai, and steadfast allegiance to the American Constitu- 
tion, which will henceforth secure to all their inalienable rights—life, liberty, 
and the pursuit of happiness. 


PRAYER 


God, who amid myriads of saints didst appear to our fathers on the summit 
of Horeb! Save this people, and bless their inheritance: sustain them and exalt 
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them for evermore. For the merits of the righteous founders of this Union, 
who opened for Israel a home of security, forgive the iniquities of their pos- 
terity. Remove the heart of stone, which renders them impervious to truth, 
and vest them with a new spirit and a ductile mind. Then will they know and 
understand that to uphold the ensign of universal freedom, is to do what is 
acceptable in Thy presence. 

Heavenly Judge! Because of Thy rebuke, the foundations of this land shook, 
and the pillars thereof threatened to fall, but Mercy stood suppliant before Thy 
throne, and the disaster was averted. Great is our joy this day, O Lord! at the 
wondrous deliverance; yet, incomplete, by reason of the dear object so sud- 
denly borne away from our earthly vision. His paternal look and genial smile 
would have enhanced our happiness. Oh! may the affectionate remembrance 
of a whole nation be an offering of sweet savor to his undying soul! Sphered 
in the realms of bliss, may he behold the seed he planted among us blossom 
like the garden of Eden. Liberty, equality, and fraternity spread throughout 
the habitable globe. And grant, O Sovereign Maker, the entreaty of the seed 
of “Abram, the Hebrew”: “Spread the fear of Thee upon all Thy creatures, and 
the reverence of Thee upon all beings, so that they all may form one band to 
fulfill Thy will with an upright heart. For we, Thy people, know that the rule is 
Thine; strength and power belong solely to Thee.” “Before Thee all knees must 
bend. All tongues shall swear by Thy Unity.” 

So may it speedily be; and say ye, Amen!! 


4. “HIS KIND NATURE CANNOT SO EASILY BE 
REJECTED FROM OUR DISTURBED MINDS’ 


Perhaps the most radical solution to the conflicting obligations that required American 
Jews to mourn and rejoice on the same day was proposed by Morris R. Deleeuw of New 
York's Bene Israel Congregation. On June 1, 1865, Deleeuw not only endorsed the propriety 
of Jewish mourning on Shavuot but also forcefully insisted that there was “no more fitting 
day” than the festival of Shavuot for a “National Day of Humiliation and Mourning.” 
Deleeuw based this assertion on the fact that on all Jewish festivals, including Shavuot, 
memorial prayers for “the souls of departed relatives, friends and prominent men of Israel” 
are customarily recited during the worship service. For this reason, the preacher assured 
his people, President Andrew Johnson could not possibly have selected a more appropri- 
ate day on the Jewish liturgical calendar to memorialize Lincoln. Deleeuw consoled his 
listeners by reminding them that the “balmy peace [that] fills the land” testified to the fact 
that Abraham Lincoln had successfully completed his earthly mission.” 


Abraham Lincoln 


By me kings reign and princes decree justice. 
Prov. 8:15 
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By these words it is clear that obedience to those in authority is a holy duty; 
this injunction is essential to the existence of government. Had the reverence 
due it been paid no such thing as rebellion would have found the means to 
exist, and we would have been spared on this day the solemn task of blending 
a day of joy with one of humiliation. But emanating as it does from the Chief 
Magistrate of the nation, we Israelites, as an obedient people, are prepared to 
observe it. Wanting the proclamation of the President, we have the observance 
of this particular day enjoined on us by the King of Kings in commemoration 
of the giving of the law upon Sinai as a day of rejoicing. It is also customary 
on this day to offer prayers for the repose of the souls of departed relatives, 
friends and prominent men of Israel. Had the President done so wittingly he 
could not well have chosen a day more fitting the object of his proclamation. 
In the words of the prophet:— 

“Weep not for the dead, and do not bemoan him.’—Jer. 22:10. 

The external signs of mourning have disappeared, the earth has closed 
upon the remains of Abraham Lincoln, and the loud wailing and cry of an- 
guish consequent on the first intimation of the horrid deed have subsided, as 
it is natural in man that they should. But even if these have disappeared to 
our hearts the details are yet fresh, as they will ever be, and upon its tablets 
are deeply and ineffaceably graven a pure and solemn memory; his kind na- 
ture cannot so easily be rejected from our disturbed minds, and assuredly by 
those who loved the man for his principle. It must be clear to all that it was the 
Divine will to remove Abraham Lincoln from our midst. To his relentless foes 
his magnanimity was incomprehensible; and, despising it by their crowning 
wickedness, they have drawn upon themselves the just deserts of their iniquity. 
A punishment such as no human mind would have devised was meted to the 
assassin. For three long hours, in the full possession of his clear mind, and yet 
physically unable to execute its vindictive dictates, beyond all human aid he 
lay slowly dying, his pangs increased by the sting of his black conscience until 
he was dead. If we reflect on this the majesty of avenging justice is belittled by 
the command so literally carried out: 

“Vengeance and recompense is mine saith the Lord.” 

And we know, Oh Lord, Thy judgment is righteous. We have humbled 
ourselves beneath the stroke of the hand of God, and we prayed to Him, in 
the midst of our distress, to direct the angel of destruction to stay his hand, 
and the Lord has heard our supplications. 

“T will thank Thee, Oh Lord, that Thou wast angry with me. Thy anger 
now is turned away and Thou comfortest me.”—Isaiah 12:1. 

Therefore, war no longer rages in the land. Under the inspiration of our 
dead President the strife has ceased, and the glory of victory sits proudly on 
our banners, while balmy peace fills the land. His own life sealed the flow 
of blood, as it likewise marked the epoch that the task that he assumed at 
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the commencement of his first term had been grandly and successfully ac- 
complished. The successor of our late President has thus far, under Heavenly 
guidance, fully succeeded. We beseech thee, Oh Lord, not to withhold thy 
inspiration from him, to enable him to be a successful ruler. And now, my 
friends, we will pray for the repose of the soul of the illustrious dead.” 


8 


Criticisms and Commendations: Conflicting 
Views on the Lincoln Presidency 


i) ess the end of the nineteenth century, amid the many personal memoirs and 
reminiscences relating to Lincoln and his career recorded during this era, one 
finds a small array of noteworthy reflections that indicate that Lincoln’s peers did 
not fully appreciate his importance while he was alive. For example, nearly four de- 
cades after Lincoln’s death, Carl Christian Schurz—a Republican activist and the first 
German-born American to serve in the U.S. Senate—took note of the uncomplimentary 
barbs that had been hurled at Lincoln while he was in the White House. “In vain did 
journals and speakers represent him as a light-minded trifler, who amused himself 
with frivolous story-telling and coarse jokes, while the blood of the people were [sic] 
flowing in streams,” but, Schurz continued, “the people knew that the man at the head 
of affairs, on whose haggard face the twinkle of humor so frequently changed into an 
expression of the profoundest sadness, was more than any other deeply distressed by 
the suffering he witnessed.”! 

Julia Ward Howe (1819-1910), the prominent social activist, outspoken abolitionist, 
and author of the “Battle Hymn of the Republic,” agreed completely with Schurz’s assess- 
ment. In her autobiographical Reminiscences, Howe explained that Lincoln was greatly 
underappreciated and often underrated by many of his contemporaries: “None of us 
knew then—how could we have known?—how deeply God’s wisdom had touched and 
inspired that devout and patient soul. At the moment few people praised or trusted him. 
‘Why did he not do this, or that, or the other? He a President, indeed! Look at this war, 
dragging on so slowly! Look at our many defeats and rare victories!’ Such was the talk 
that one constantly heard regarding him. The most charitable held that he meant well.” 

Those who delve more deeply into the history of the Civil War are frequently sur- 
prised to learn that many of Lincoln’s peers did not look upon him asa demigod. To the 
contrary, the spirit of admiration, respect, and near universal acclaim that has enshrined 
the memory of Lincoln since the day he was assassinated in 1865 often appears to be in 
stark contrast to the way he was perceived while he was alive. This phenomenon is par- 
ticularly true of his years in the White House, when Lincoln had many fierce opponents. 

Lincoln’s political adversaries not only criticized the way he conducted the nation’s 
affairs but frequently belittled his personal characteristics as well. Lincoln’s humble 
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origins, for instance, which today evoke such positive associations, were grist for the 
critics’ mill during his years in office. Political partisans and biting journalists often 
portrayed Lincoln as a country bumpkin, an ignorant westerner, and a man who lacked 
the refinements that one would expect to find in the leader of a great nation. 

His well-known ability to engage with all types of people, his wit, and the way 
he loved to hear and tell humorous stories has made him—in America’s collective 
memory—a truly human, accessible leader. This Lincoln is down to earth, one of the 
people. Yet, especially during his presidency, these same qualities galled his critics. From 
their perspective, Lincoln was not fit to lead the nation. They insisted he was coarse, 
undignified, and indecisive. 

Between Lincoln’s election in November 1860 and his inauguration in March 1861, 
many southerners had made up their minds that Lincoln planned to abolish slavery 
as soon as he arrived in Washington. Those in the North who wanted to avoid conflict 
and war at all cost hoped the president-elect would offer conciliatory statements in an 
effort to cool tensions. Nevertheless, many in the North and the South held to the firm 
conviction that Lincoln’s election made political compromise impossible, and it was 
this spirit that fueled a series of events that culminated in the outbreak of the Civil 
War on April 12, 1861. On December 20, 1860—six weeks after Lincoln was elected 
and three months before his inauguration—South Carolina seceded from the Union. 
Six more southern states followed within two months. In summarizing the situation 
that Lincoln faced as he awaited his inauguration, one writer noted: “The country was 
divided, hatred was the most prevalent emotion, and there was no effective leadership 
anywhere in the government.” 

Even before Lincoln took office, there were those who feared that he was not up 
to the task. Charles Francis Adams (1807-86), the grandson of John Adams and son of 
John Quincy Adams, was not impressed with the remarks the president-elect offered 
on the stops he made during his train trip to Washington in February 1861. Adams 
concluded that Lincoln’s speeches were “rapidly reducing the estimate put upon him.” 
“Iam much afraid that in this lottery we may have drawn a blank,” Adams wrote. 
Lincoln’s words betrayed “a person unconscious of his own position as well as of the 
nature of the contest around him. Good natured, kindly, honest, but frivolous and 
uncertain.” 

As soon as he took office, Lincoln was subjected to more criticism. For example, his 
first inaugural address, which today is largely considered an oratorical masterpiece, fell 
short of some people’s expectations. Two weeks after the inauguration, the speech was 
the subject ofa cartoon drawn by a young caricaturist named Thomas Nast (1840-1902). 
Nast lampooned the fact that Lincoln’s words were perceived differently depending 
on whether one was from the North or the South. For northerners, the first inaugural 
address appeared to be a plea for peace and conciliation. Yet for southerners, Lincoln 
seemed a menacing oppressor.® 

Lincoln’s determination to spend many hours each week meeting with office seekers, 
lobbyists, and constituents exasperated his critics. Editorials excoriated Lincoln for what 
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seemed to be a colossal waste of the president’s precious time—particularly at a time of 
national emergency. Murat Halstead (1829-1908), a prominent newspaper correspondent 
in Cincinnati during the Civil War, was vexed when Lincoln ignored his recommen- 
dation for a friend seeking a patronage position in the new government. Venting his 
spleen in a letter to a friend, Halstead’s disdain for Lincoln was unambiguous: “I use 
the mildest phrase when I say that Lincoln is a weak, a miserably weak man. . . . He is 
opposed to stealing, but he can’t see the stealing that is done.” According to Halstead, 
Lincoln was “very busy with trifles, and lets everybody do as they please.”’ 

Lincoln’s most formidable opposition came from a political movement called the 
Copperhead Democrats. The Copperhead movement was a political coalition composed 
of different interest groups that shared a common opposition to Lincoln’s political 
agenda. Some of the Copperheads were conservative Democrats who used the rhetoric 
of Thomas Jefferson and Andrew Jackson to defend states’ rights. In addition, they 
wanted to limit the power of the federal government. Most of the Copperhead Democrats 
were strict interpreters of the U.S. Constitution. Since the founding document did not 
explicitly forbid secession, they concluded states had the constitutional right to with- 
draw from the union. Another faction of the Copperhead movement was composed of 
German and Irish Catholic immigrants who feared that if the slaves in the South were 
freed, they would migrate to the North and compete for their jobs. Yet another stream 
that flowed into this movement carried along those who, for one reason or another, 
sympathized with the South. These were people who simply wanted to maintain the 
status quo ante at all costs.8 

Initially, the Copperheads concentrated on challenging Lincoln’s executive actions. 
In April and May 1861, for example, they opposed his decision to call out the militia, 
saying that only the U.S. Congress—not the president—was authorized to take such 
action. At the same time, they contended that Lincoln had exceeded his constitutional 
authority when he ordered the U.S. Navy to blockade southern ports. Blockading the 
ports, they thundered, constituted a provocative act of war when the U.S. Congress 
had not yet declared war. In July 1861, Lincoln asked Congress to pass legislation that 
would enable the government to raise the funds it needed to put down the rebellion 
in the South. A month later, he signed the Revenue Act, which, among other things, 
instituted the nation’s first tax on income. Once again, the Copperheads condemned 
Lincoln’s policies as an incursion on the rights of the individual.? 

One of Lincoln’s most controversial decisions occurred in 1862 when he suspended 
the writ of habeas corpus in order to prosecute the war more vigorously. By suspending 
habeas corpus, Lincoln hoped to defeat those who were undermining the government’s 
effort to recruit enlistees for the army or who were otherwise aiding the rebel cause. 
Once the writ of habeas corpus had been suspended, Lincoln could then use the rules 
of martial law to incarcerate those who were accused of sedition. The decision captured 
the public’s attention and was highly controversial. It rallied and strengthened Lincoln’s 
opponents. The Copperheads called him a tyrant and a despot, and they focused their 
attention on throwing the Republicans out of office in the elections of 1862.!° 
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Yet above all else, it was Lincoln’s performance as commander-in-chief of the mil- 
itary that provoked the harshest criticism. Confidence in Lincoln’s abilities ebbed and 
flowed with the battle news from the front. In the summer of 1862, the Union suffered 
a series of discouraging military defeats, and the public’s appetite for the war began to 
wane. These conditions emboldened Lincoln’s critics, and they rallied around a new 
slogan that would endure for the rest of the war: “The Union as it was and the Constitu- 
tion as it is.” The Copperheads, also called the Peace Democrats, resolved to defeat the 
Republicans in 1862 and bring the war to a negotiated settlement as soon as possible." 

On September 22, 1862, Lincoln issued the preliminary Emancipation Proclama- 
tion. As far as Lincoln’s opponents were concerned, this decision added insult to injury. 
The war was going so poorly for the North, and now Lincoln was proposing to abolish 
slavery in the South—a step that was certain to inflame the southerners and fortify 
their determination to fight. More and more critics clamored against Lincoln’s policies. 
Henry J. Raymond (1820-69), founding editor of the New York Times and a prominent 
Republican leader, was convinced that in spite of the fact that the people did not care 
about the emancipation of the slaves, Lincoln was “fighting not for the Union but for the 
abolition of slavery.” Americans, Raymond concluded, were “tired & sick of war.” Like 
Raymond, Thurlow Weed (1797-1882), one of the most prominent Republicans in New 
York, disagreed with Lincoln’s decision to promulgate the Emancipation Proclamation. 
By issuing it when he did, Weed concluded, Lincoln had made it “impossible” for him 
to be reelected in 1864. “The people,” he said, “are wild for peace.” 

As the 1864 elections approached, the Union suffered even greater losses on the 
battlefront, and it seemed unlikely that the Union’s military would ever compel the 
Confederacy to offer an unconditional surrender. From May through the beginning 
of August 1864, the Union army endured unfathomable losses. Over the course of six 
short weeks, the Union lost 64,000 men, and 38,000 more died for the Confederacy. 
One of Lincoln’s ardent opponents, Congressman Samuel S. Cox (1824-89)—a Dem- 
ocrat from Ohio—asked a rhetorical question that resonated with an ever increasing 
number of Americans: “Is it butchery, or—war?” Criticism of Lincoln and his admin- 
istration reached a crescendo in August 1864, and his prospects for reelection seemed 
negligible. 

Fearing that he might not be returned to office, Lincoln wrote a memorandum 
saying, “This morning, as for some days past, it seems exceedingly probable that this 
Administration will not be re-elected. Then it will be my duty to so co-operate with 
the President elect, as to save the Union between the election and the inauguration; as 
he will have secured his election on such ground that he can not possibly save it after- 
wards.” Most historians agree that two key factors contributed to Lincoln being able to 
come from behind and wina second term in 1864. First, news that General William T. 
Sherman’s (1820-91) Union forces took the city of Atlanta on September 2 created a 
national sensation. Many began to see that this victory meant the end of the war really 
was on the horizon. Second, Lincoln had the electoral support of the military. Over the 
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course of his presidency, Lincoln constantly visited the Union’s troops. The soldiers liked 
him, and they had come to believe in him. Moreover, once Atlanta had been taken by 
the Union, those calling for a negotiated peace settlement in order to end to the war at 
all cost seemed to be denigrating the memory of the thousands of young men who lost 
their lives in order to preserve the Union. As one Union soldier said, “I do not see how 
any soldier can vote for such a man [George B. McClellan], nominated on a platform 
which acknowledges that we are whipped.” 

After Lincoln’s reelection, the news from the war front seemed to reinforce the 
belief that the war would soon be won. With victory in the air, the bitter attacks on 
Lincoln’s leadership finally began to wane. Richmond was captured on April 3, 1865. Six 
days later, on April 9, General Robert E. Lee surrendered to General Ulysses S. Grant 
at Appomattox. The nation rejoiced, and elation dominated in the streets of the North. 
Lincoln had preserved the Union, and a grateful nation exulted in the moment. These 
few days were certainly Lincoln’s happiest in the White House. “The war is now closed, 
and we soon will live in peace with the brave men that have been fighting against us,” 
Lincoln told his son Robert on one of the last days of his life. Less than one week later, 
Lincoln was gone.’ 

Only a few months after Lincoln’s assassination, Isaac M. Wise observed that “Lin- 
coln was one of these uncommon men. The longer he was in office, the more we learned 
to respect him. The more we got acquainted with his homespun virtues the more he 
won our affections.”!” With these words, Wise was attempting to explain how he had 
come to speak so highly of Lincoln when he had taken him to task so often while he was 
president. Indeed, Wise had been one of Lincoln’s most outspoken critics. 

Wise had long been a partisan of the Democratic Party, and though he was never a 
supporter of the Copperheads, he had voted for Stephen Douglas in 1860. Wise valued 
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the preservation of the Union over the emancipation of slaves. It was not that he was a 
supporter of slavery, but he feared that the abolitionists were too radical. Wise agreed 
with Douglas’s “Freeport Doctrine,” which maintained that local municipalities could 
slowly eliminate slavery by adopting laws that made the institution untenable on the 
local level. Yet Wise also shared Douglas’s view that the federal government could not 
prohibit the establishment of slavery in the territories. To use twentieth-century termi- 
nology, Wise was a gradualist when it came to the eradication of slavery. He believed 
that when the proper conditions were legislated, slavery would ultimately collapse under 
its own weight. 

Wise was a pragmatist. The moralistic and extremist rhetoric of the abolitionists 
gave him the shivers. As for the “irrepressible conflict,” Wise wanted to avoid a civil war 
at all cost. Like many others, he worried that Lincoln’s election might well lead to the 
Union’s collapse. Even before Lincoln took office, Wise expressed his concerns about 
the president-elect in an editorial. He worried that the Republicans were not attuned to 
the practical realities of “conciliation and compromise.” Their inclination to coerce and 
crusade was a dangerous instinct, he wrote, and it could spur disastrous consequences: 


Our legislators are forgetting, that the success of a purely Republican gov- 
ernment, is not so much the doing the will of the majority, as the protection 
of the rights of the minority. Greece and Rome were mighty Republics in 
their time, but, alas! how fallen, and it may be traced to the fact that when 
the power fell into the hands of certain leaders they tyrannized over their 
fellow citizens. It isnot so much the election of Mr. Lincoln [in itself] that 
now threatens the destruction of our Common Country, as his individual 
and the speeches of his colleagues heretofore on the irrepressible conflict 
doctrine. Another point forgotten by the corrupt politicians of the present 
day is, that this is a government of conciliation and compromise: not of 
coercion. 


On January 4, 1861, Rabbi Morris J. Raphall composed what would become a fre- 
quently cited sermon titled “Bible View of Slavery.” The sermon was delivered to his 
congregation in New York, Bene Yeshurun, to commemorate the “National Day of 
Humiliation, Fasting, and Prayer” that President James Buchanan had proclaimed. In 
this widely quoted sermon, Raphall did not mention Lincoln by name, but he explicitly 
addressed himself to all those who should be concerned about the impending crisis that 
was facing the nation: “I mean the whole of the people throughout the United States: 
the President and his Cabinet, the President elect and his advisers, the leaders of public 
opinion, North and South.” 

From his pulpit, Raphall urged compromise on both the North and the South. He 
asked the people of the North and their new leaders to be wary of the “mischief” that 
moralizing abolitionists had caused. Raphall reminded his listeners that southerners, 
too, possessed morals. What right did abolitionist radicals have “to insult and exasperate 
thousands of God-fearing, law-abiding Citizens, whose moral worth and patriotism, 
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whose purity of conscience and of life” were “fully equal” to theirs? Raphall concluded 
his sermon by urging all northerners—including the newly elected government—to be 
“content with following the word of God, [and] not insist on being ‘righteous overmuch,’ 
or denouncing ‘sin’ which the Bible knows not.”?° 

Like his other critics, Lincoln’s Jewish opponents wondered whether the president- 
elect was the right man for the job. Wise took note of Lincoln’s “primitive manner,” and he 
predicted he would look “queer” in the White House.”! Yet American Jews had their own 
distinctive grievances when it came to Lincoln. As we have seen, there was widespread 
concern among Jews over an increasing tendency to assume that America was a Christian 
nation. Many of the leading abolitionists were Christian pietists, and their commitment 
to ridding the nation of slavery was inextricably linked to their religious views. There 
was a great deal of overlap between the Christian abolitionists and the Christians who 
wanted the nation to adopt a constitutional amendment that would make explicit their 
belief that America was a Christian nation in both belief and practice. 

Wise and many other American Jewish leaders strenuously objected to these views, 
and they did not appreciate it when Lincoln seemed to embrace this same perspective. 
Jewish newspaper editors and religious leaders opposed any perceived attempt to render 
American Jewry a tolerated minority or to suggest that Christianity was more Ameri- 
can than Judaism. In 1862, for example, Wise received an angry letter from one of his 
readers complaining about this very matter and published the note: 


It has often been asserted and now seems to be the opinion of enlight- 
ened men in general, that the present distracted and unhappy state of our 
country is to be... attributed in a great measure to the venality and want 
of patriotism of the majority of the people, by the frequent election to 
office of mere political tricksters and demagogues and fanatics becoming 
a darker age. 

If any one doubts the truth of the above assertion let him examine and 
peruse the acts and speeches of our modern law-makers and so-called 
statesmen; let him read a President’s (Lincoln) message, “who trusts to 
a Christian people,” let him travel thro’ our Secretary Seward’s speeches 
wherein “Christianity will give the country peace; or let him read the 
military bill passed in July last, which owns [sic] its paternity to (Natick 
Cobbler) Senator Henry Wilson,”* which reads that for the benefit of the 
souls of our patriotic soldiers, “Chaplains” should be ordained, they to 
wear military clothes, but to be of Christianity dress or “Christian denom- 
ination,” or if one not yet satisfied with the many proofs given and wants 
more of the stupidity of our leaders, then let him read a speech made on 
the 31st of Jan., 1862, by Union Senator, Andrew Johnson, of Tennessee in 
which he says, the Constitution must be upheld at all hazards to save the 
country, and he ends with the following short and significant sentence: 
“Christ first, our country next.” 
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Wise was not the only Jewish newspaper publisher to insist that in the United 
States, the American Jew be given equal footing in all matters pertaining to religious 
practice. Isaac Leeser, a proponent of traditional Jewish practice, disagreed with Isaac 
Wise on a range of matters. Yet the two men agreed that Judaism was fully entitled to 
equal recognition with Christianity in the United States. In his newspaper, the Occident 
and American Jewish Advocate, Leeser published a copy ofa letter he received from one 
of his readers. The letter was addressed to Abraham Lincoln, and it was written by the 
father of a Jewish soldier who recently heard that Lincoln had instructed his generals 
to make every effort to permit the country’s soldiers and sailors to observe a Sabbath 
on Sunday. The father wanted Lincoln to permit his son—and all non-Christian sol- 
diers—to observe a day of rest that accorded with their own religious practice, in this 
instance, the seventh day. In addition to publishing the letter, Leeser composed his own 
lengthy opinion on the topic, which was included as a preface. Leeser insisted that the 
U.S. Constitution guaranteed equality to Jews as a natural right. 

American Jews also took umbrage whenever politicians assumed that the word 
“prayer” meant Christian prayer. Jews wanted to join with their fellow citizens when 
the government urged them to commemorate a “Day of Humiliation and Fasting,” and 
they took pride in responding to the proclamations even when their Christian neigh- 
bors began to grow weary from them.*4 Nevertheless, Isaac Wise did not approve of the 
government telling its citizens when and why they should pray, and he expressed his 
annoyance bluntly on the pages of his newspaper: “If President Lincoln can not give 
everybody a turkey and minze [sic] pie, he had better not always trouble us with thanks- 
giving days, fasts, &c. It is too ridiculous to be always annoyed with those hypocritical 
demonstrations. The emperor Joseph of Austria saw much trouble in abolishing holidays 
for the benefit of the operatives, and Mr. Lincoln gives us one every other week. We do 
not like the religious proclamations, or religion imposed by foolish proclamations.” 

In the sliver of time that separated the end of the Civil War from the day that 
Lincoln was assassinated, American Jews shared in the general spirit of jubilee that 
prevailed throughout the nation. In the pages of his diary, Simon Wolf described the 
atmosphere in the nation’s capital on the day that Richmond surrendered: “Washington 
ina delirium,” Wolf wrote; “men walked the streets as if they were intoxicated.” Many of 
the rabbinical eulogies on Lincoln, as well as the many newspaper accounts describing 
events that took place in American synagogues after the assassination, begin by noting 
that the tremendous sense of grief and loss was exacerbated because there had been 
such rejoicing the week before. A Jewish immigrant named Isaac Goldstein was so 
overwhelmed with joy by the end of the Civil War that he composed an acrostic prayer 
in tribute to Lincoln. By the time he submitted it to the Jewish newspapers, however, 
Goldstein’s poem of praise had been transformed into an elegy in memoriam.”® 

Most of the Jews living in the American South left historians no way of assessing 
how they felt when they first received word that Lincoln had been murdered. Only a few 
documents of this ilk remain, but the very existence of these rare examples suggests that 
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others must certainly have had similarly harsh reactions—even if they never committed 
their sentiments to paper. 

Ultimately, Lincoln’s opponents in the North and the South were silenced by the 
Confederacy’s surrender, and although it is impossible to know precisely how they would 
have criticized Lincoln and the way in which he might have led the nation through Re- 
construction, there can be little doubt that his political detractors would have regrouped 
and lived to fight another day. 

As for Lincoln’s most vocal Jewish critics, men like Wise, Leeser, and Raphall 
joined with the rest of the Union in exalting Lincoln and paying homage to his tower- 
ing achievements. It is interesting to note, however, that Raphall’s lament for Lincoln 
is distinct in its carefully measured praise. In contrast to almost all of the Lincoln 
eulogists—including those given by his critics—Raphall reminded his people that for 
“three-fourths of his term in office [Lincoln] had stumbled, endeavored to advance, and 
failed in his attempt.” While praising Lincoln, Raphall awkwardly rehearsed his short- 
comings. Lincoln selected the wrong generals, and he “locked up many a courageous 
American” when he suspended the writ of habeas corpus. The rabbi even seemed to 
blame Lincoln for losing his own life. “He had had more than one warning” that there 
were those who wanted him dead, Raphall told his congregation, yet Lincoln did not 
take the necessary precautions. It was this “imprudence that hastened on his end.” In 
the end, Raphall conceded that despite his flaws, Lincoln was a “great man” who had 
“in all his loveliness” perished for the sake of America.?” 

Isaac Leeser reminded his congregation that Lincoln corrected the wrongs that were 
perpetrated on American Jewry in the chaplaincy controversy and in the revocation of 
Grant’s General Orders No. 11. These acts, Leeser declared, “speak loudly for the natural 
kindness of the late President, which all can cheerfully acknowledge, whatever their 
political opinions may be.” 

In his eulogy on Lincoln, Wise also charged his people to embrace the ambitions 
of this “generous, genial, and honest man.” In doing so, they would succeed in trans- 
forming America into a “chosen people.” 

Wise realized that when Lincoln was taken from America by “the assassin’s hand 
in the midst of his people,” the world changed overnight.*° “The impression of this con- 
cluding scene (Lincoln’s assassination) [was] so powerful and ineradicable, so moving 
and profound that no one can forget this great drama of truth. The consequences for 
history are incalculable.”?! 

Wise was correct. As the documents below illustrate, even Lincoln’s harshest Jewish 
critics would soon be transformed into Lincoln admirers and more so. Lincoln’s critics 
as well as his longtime boosters embraced and began the process of memorializing him 
as an adoptive Jewish brother, as one of their own. 
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LINCOLN’S JEWISH CRITICS 


. Isaac M. Wise’s Editorials Criticizing Lincoln 

. Isaac Leeser Publishes a Letter from a Concerned Jewish Father 
. Rabbi Morris J. Raphall’s Critical Thanksgiving Day Prayer 

. An Evaluation of Lincoln’s Second Inaugural Address 
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LINCOLN’S JEWISH COMMENDATIONS 


. Lincoln’s Conduct Has Been Invariably Straightforward 
6. “I Am Now a Strong Abolitionist” 
7. A Hebrew Tribute to Lincoln 
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REACTIONS TO LINCOLN’S ASSASSINATION 


8. “God Grant So May All Our Foes Perish!” 
9. Some Southern Sympathizers Cheered 
10. “New York Is Literally Clad in Black” 
11. Isaac M. Wise’s Reflections on Lincoln’s Religion 


LINCOLN’S JEWISH CRITICS 





1. ISAAC M. WISE’S EDITORIALS CRITICIZING LINCOLN 


Rabbi Isaac M. Wise of Cincinnati was frequently a harsh critic of Lincoln. While serving 
as the rabbi of Congregation Bene Yeshurun, a thriving synagogue in Cincinnati, Ohio, 
Wise simultaneously edited two newspapers—an English paper named the Israelite and 
its German language counterpart, Die Deborah. In 1875, Wise would found the Hebrew 
Union College in Cincinnati, a rabbinical seminary for American Jewry.*? 

Although Jews all across the nation subscribed to Wise’s newspapers, his publications 
had the greatest circulation in the Midwest and the South. Politically, Wise was firmly 
aligned with the Democrats. He was ready to make concessions to the South in order to 
avoid war and to preserve the Union. As the documents below illustrate, Wise fulminated 
in opposition to those whom he considered to be zealots, ideologues, and extremists on 
both sides of the conflict. These “champions of abstractions,” as Wise called them in one 
editorial, were, in truth, fanatics who were prepared to sacrifice peace and harmony for 
their own moralistic agenda. It is clear that even before Lincoln took office in 1861, Wise 
was concerned that his policies would only fan the fire of conflict. 

In contrast to the glowing eulogies he famously delivered only days after Lincoln’s 
assassination, while he was in office Wise often criticized Lincoln and his administration 
in the newspapers he published. Each of the editorials below sheds light on a different 
facet of Wise’s point of view on Lincoln, politics, and the Civil War. 
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Abraham Lincoln became president-elect on November 6, 1860. Two weeks later, Isaac Wise 
described the decision to elect Lincoln and place the Republican Party in power as one 
of the nation’s greatest blunders. Decrying fanaticism on both sides of the Mason-Dixon 
Line, Wise expressed the strong hope that “Mr. Lincoln” would want to avoid war at all 
cost. To do so, the president-elect would need to placate “Southern demands” vis-a-vis 
slavery and tone down the inflammatory rhetoric that prevailed during the election. Now 
that the election of 1860 had been decided, Wise anticipated that uncompromising political 
positions would “soon give way to the sober and practical schemes.” 

Above all, Wise wanted to assure his subscribers that he was ready to accept their 
payment for his paper in any currency they cared to offer! 


The People Have Just Committed One of the Greatest Blunders 
November 30, 1860 


To our Subscribers, 

We deem it necessary to inform our subscribers that we take in payment 
any sort of bills bankable at par in any state of the union, and desire of all 
friends who are in arrears to this establishment to pay in bills current with 
them or in any other state of the union, and they will receive full credit for it. 

The artificial panic which just now frightens the community is no more 
than the product of the present state of politics and the cunning contrivance of 
bankers, brokers, etc. In politics the hottest fanatics will get quiet and cool in 
quite a short time. The republicans in this section of the country and, it appears 
also elsewhere, have turned lambkins, tender and innocent, immaculate and 
bashful. Not one of them ever was an abolitionist, ever talked of “A house di- 
vided against itself can not stand,” of the “irrepressible conflict,” of the “higher 
law,” and such other grandiloquent terms as they usually had on hand. They 
are as tame and obliging now as the peasant the first time in the city. Hence 
fanaticism on one hand is gone overboard. The same thing precisely, we have 
strong reasons to suppose, is the case in the extreme south with fire-eaters, 
seceders and political circus riders; they have found out by this time that peo- 
ple care very little for abstract ideas, extreme views and false conceptions of 
honor when their material interests are neglected or even ruined; and if they 
have not learned yet to appreciate the opinion of the people they will do so 
in a short time without any civil war, bloodshed or even military maneuvers. 

The people of the United States just committed one of the greatest blunders 
a nation can commit, for which we must pay at once; they permitted extreme 
fictions to play the hazardous game of the country’s welfare and peace for an 
abstract idea, and the whole issue of the last campaign was an abstract idea 
and a division of the spoils. Whatever faction was victorious nothing could be 
gained and the peace of the country lost. Nations have insane moments as well 
as individuals. In a few short months, however, the champions of abstractions 
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will be taught the Alphabet of politics, viz.: a government is not constituted to 
protect abstractions, but to protect the material interests of the country. These 
interests being shaken to their very center, so that every individual throughout 
the whole land feels its effect, the intoxication of the abstractionists will soon 
give way to the sober and practical schemes. The reaction has begun already. 
The republicans already exclaim with the Roman hero: “If we gain one more 
such victory we are lost,” and the southern abstractionists will say so in less 
than two months. 

In support of what we have said, we cut the following paragraph from the 
N.Y. Times, and let the reader judge they did not give in: 


What are we to concede? Can any of all the opponents of Mr. Lincoln 
here in the north tell? Of all the issues which have from time to time, 
since the beginning of the Government, so far as regards the Slav- 
ery question, been discussed by the people, there are none of which 
Mr. Lincoln has not given responses in accordance with former South- 
ern demands. He will comply with the Constitutional requirements 
to deliver fugitive slaves; he will not oppose the inter-State trade in 
slaves; he will not oppose the admission of new States applying to be 
admitted with Slavery; he will not advocate the abolition of Slavery 
in the District of Columbia unless the owners of slaves themselves 
desire it, and are compensated; and he abjures all claim on the part of 
the Federal Government to interfere with Slavery in the States. What 
more in the name of all that is just, can be asked from a man or party? 


The bankers, stock jobbers and brokers made a mistake. They started the 
cry of bankruptcy with the intention to make money out of it; but now the 
flames envelope [sic] them on all sides, and they are bankrupt themselves. 
Now they themselves must quench the fire or they will have the worst part of 
their hasty transactions. 

Therefore we came to the conclusion to take in payment, all sorts of bills 
bankable in any state of the union, and request our subscribers to pay with- 
out delay in bills as they have them. We also offer all our stock for sale at fair 
prices and take for it South Carolina, Georgia, Alabama, Virginia, Missouri, 
Hlinois, Baltimore or any other bills bankable anywhere in the union. Nay we 
even propose to take Massachusetts money notwithstanding Caleb Cushing 
and Senator Summer. The extremes will soon be cured.*# 


Two weeks prior to Lincoln’s first inauguration, Wise published a sarcastic editorial 
condemning the Lincoln partisans for what he believed to be excesses of public display 
and an irresponsible use of public money in their celebrations of Lincoln’s election. 
All of this was little more than sycophancy and humbuggery, Wise asserted, insisting 
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that the new president had yet to prove himself and, until he did so, was not worthy of 
such adulation. He suggested that most of the celebrators were nothing but partisan 
politicians who were looking for patronage once Lincoln came to power. The rabbi/ed- 
itor compared these loyalists to the biblical Philistines who worshiped before the false 
god of “Dagon.” 

Once again, we see that in spite of the fact that Wise praised Lincoln after his death 
in 1865, he had criticized him during his presidency. At best, Wise expressed ambiva- 
lence about President-elect Lincoln. The rabbi admitted that he seemed to be “an honest 
man” and “an intelligent man,” but he nevertheless had trouble imagining him as the 
nation’s president. “He will look queer, in the white house,” Wise concluded, “with his 
primitive manner.” 


No Life without Humbug 
February 15, 1861 


It is strange at the prima vista observation, that the American people, so emi- 
nently practical in every respect and living fully up to the rule “time is money,” 
should at the same time be so fond of public spectacles, flimsy demonstrations, 
noisy processions and all sorts of humbug. Poor old Abe Lincoln, who had the 
quiet life of a country lawyer, having been elected President of this country, and 
going now to be inaugurated in his office, the Philistines from all corners of 
the land congregate around their Dagon and worship him. Here in Cincinnati 
the post-masters, collectors, judges, marshals, commissioners, in spe,*° begged 
together about $1,500 to hire some carriages, give a banquet in the evening, 
drink champaign [sic], and sing hymns to Dagon. They disturb the people in 
their usual occupations, nay even the children in their schools, start an absurd 
tumult, and the masses run and gaze. Why? Wherefore? To what purpose? 
None can answer these questions. Why did the patriots not pay for the noise 
from their own pockets? Why can our big men not entertain the president elect 
on their own expense? Why all this noise? Nobody can answer. 

We can not say what Mr. Lincoln has done for this country in politics, 
warfares, science or art; being a foreigner we can not be expected to know every 
man’s biography; hence we can not tell why these extraordinary demonstra- 
tions, processions, banquets, &c., should be made. Wait till he has done some- 
thing, then show him the honor due to the man; but even then do not imitate 
the man-worship of the Philistines; bow not down to Dagon. So we should 
think; rational men must think. Of course, office-hunters are prompted by 
other motives. But that the masses should thus blindly be led and confused by 
the seekers of office, is a poor testimony of the common sense of the multitude. 

It strikes us that there is no life without humbug. The multitude must have 
a spectacle occasionally, and will run whenever and wherever a noisy demon- 
stration is made. There is a tendency in the American people for diversions 
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and spectacles; but it has no great influence upon anybody. Now they run to 
see and hear Mr. Lincoln. If in two weeks he should say or do anything they 
dislike, they would drag their own idol into the dust and decry him in the same 
ratio as they formerly deified him. It is a poor policy to honor a man publicly 
without knowing by settled precedents what he will do hereafter, just as poor 
as to decry a man we honored heretofore. Therefore we consider all those 
man-worshipping demonstrations unprincipled and unbecoming honorable 
men—of course the office-hunting Philistines always excepted: they must bow 
down to Dagon. The private citizen should never forget his own dignity as a 
man, anda republican chief should never accept of any public demonstrations 
which only degrade the citizen, and do no honor to anybody, especially not to 
him who knows he has done nothing yet to merit any public demonstrations. 

Certain men who are the real benefactors of humanity, such as George 
Washington, Jefferson, Franklin, or Cromwell, and others in politics; or Bacon, 
Isaac Newton, Humboldt, and others in science; none of them received honors 
in advance of the actions; neither of them was fond of public demonstrations. 
But this is an age of humbug and spectacle, and myriads of thoughtless Philis- 
tines are glad when they hear some noise, or see some flimsy display, and must 
always have some Dagon to worship; because they find not dignity enough in 
themselves to live without noise; not sense enough to do without humbug. 
The madness of reckless demagogues having led this country to the brink of 
destruction, certainly will find pleasure in public demonstrations, to heat up 
the declining fire of sectionalism, they are excusable. But it would not do for 
peaceable citizens. 

Some of our friends might like to know how the president looks, and we 
can tell them he looks like Der Landjunker das erste Mal in der Stadt, which is 
in good English, “like a country squire for the first time in the city.” He wept 
on leaving Springfield and invited his friends to pray for him; that is exactly 
the picture of his looks. We have no doubt he is an honest man and, as much 
as we can learn, also quite an intelligent man; but he will look queer, in the 
white house, with his primitive manner.*” 


Lincoln concluded his first inaugural address by appealing to all citizens for peace and 
tranquillity. “My countrymen,” he pleaded, “think calmly and well upon this whole sub- 
ject.” He reminded the nation that the values they shared in common were more powerful 
than their political divisions: “Intelligence, patriotism, Christianity, and a firm reliance 
on Him who has never yet forsaken this favored land are still competent to adjust in the 
best way all our present difficulty.” 

According to Wise, he received at least a dozen letters expressing dismay over Lin- 
coln’s apparent assertion that the nation shared a common bond of “Christianity.” Did 
Lincoln mean to say that American Jews were not part of the nation’s social fabric? Lin- 
coln was not the first U.S. president to employ such language in public address. Two 
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decades earlier, for instance, John Tyler issued a proclamation stating that it was the duty 
of the Christian nation to mourn the death of his predecessor, William Henry Harrison. 
Many Jews wondered if they should be concerned about Lincoln's choice of words. 

Although Wise was known to take notice of such slights, in this specific instance he 
advised his readers to pay little attention to Lincoln’s phrasing. Ironically, Wise—an im- 
migrant who spoke English with a German accent—criticized Lincoln's writing abilities. 
He explained to his readers that Lincoln, the man who two years later would compose 
the Gettysburg Address, was a “careless” writer who expressed himself without “either 
correctness or elegance.” 


Lincoln Does Not Care for Words 
March 15, 1861 


Editor’s Remarks.—From a dozen letters on the same topic we publish only the 
above, because it comes from a particular friend. We only have to say for Mr. 
Lincoln, that his style of writing is so careless and without any successful attempt 
at either correctness or elegance that he must not be criticized on using this or 
that word to express an idea. He takes domestic words, as used in Springfield 
and vicinity to express familiar ideas. In Springfield religion is called Christian- 
ity, because people there do not think of any other form of worship, hence Mr. 
Lincoln uses the same word to express the same sentiment. Mr. Lincoln received 
the heaviest vote of infidels ever given to any man in this country. We do not 
believe there is a German infidel, American eccentric, spiritual rapper or atheist 
in northern states who did not vote for Mr. Lincoln. Let us see how much benefit 
he will derive from their Christianity, or how he will settle the political troubles 
with such piety. But his words must not be criticized too closely. He does not 
care for words. By and by he will learn the precise use and import of terms.* 


In the context of an editorial on the Jewish holiday of Passover that appeared in the March 
26, 1861, edition of the Chicago Tribune, Rabbis Wise of Cincinnati and Raphall of New 
York were criticized for their anti-Republican and proslavery views. The unknown writer 
claimed that these two “pro-slaver divines” were notable exceptions to the vast majority 
of American Jews “who love freedom.” 

Ina fiery rejoinder to the Chicago editorial published in the Israelite on April 5, 1861, 
the pro-Democrat Wise vigorously denied he was proslavery, but he also insisted that the 
Republicans were not friends of the Jews. As we have just seen, the rabbi had recently 
told his readers to ignore Lincoln’s allusion to America as a Christian nation. In Wise’s 
editorial response to the Chicago Tribune, Wise charges Lincoln with deliberately “for- 
getting” America’s Jewish citizenry by contending that a common faith in “Christianity” 
could hold the nation together. As further proof of the Republican Party’s disrespect for 
American Jewry, Wise lambastes the new Lincoln administration for failing to give “one 
single office to an Israelite.” 
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Isaac M. 
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The Jewish Passover 
An editorial from the Chicago Tribune 
March 26, 1861 


Today, the 15th day of Nissan, according to Jewish chronology, the Israelites 
all over the world celebrate a truly abolition holiday—their Passah, or Pass- 
over. This day is kept in memory of the deliverance of the Israelites out of the 
Egyptian slavery, and though more than 3,000 years have passed since that 
event, by which the Hebrew nation was born, still today the Israelites praise 
every year the Lord most fervently for such deliverance; and, on the evenings 
of these holidays every Jewish family is assembled in its respective house in 
festive circle, and by hymns and songs express their thanks for being free- 
men. Taking the history of their people, and considering further, that still, in 
many parts of our globe, their co-religionists are oppressed, deprived of their 
natural rights, and looked upon as an inferior race, it is no wonder that the 
bulk of our Jewish fellow-citizens belong to the anti-slavery party, and fight 
in the ranks of the Republicans. They consider it their duty to accelerate the 
arrival of the time when every chain of bondage is broken, and all mankind 
celebrate their great Passah. True, the Jewish Synagogue in America is also 
blessed with some pro-slavery divines, just as well as the Christian churches. 
But, happily, such abnormalities as Rev. Dr. Wise of Cincinnati, and Rev. Dr. 
Raphall of New York, are scarce amongst our Israelites, and are the exception 
to the rule. 


Wise’s reply to the editorial from the Chicago Tribune 


The Chicago Tribune of March 26 in an article headed “The Jewish Passover,” 
did not complete the sentence: the antithesis was forgotten altogether, and we 
must write it down for gentlemen with the expectation to complete that sub- 
ject. You must continue that article thus: “Therefore Abraham Lincoln in his 
inaugural said: ‘Intelligence, patriotism, Christianity, etc., are still competent 
to adjust in the best way all our present difficulty, forgetting altogether his 
Jewish compatriots.[”]—Therefore Senator [Henry] Wilson’? of Massachusetts 
said: This country “gives equality of rights EVEN to that race who stoned the 
prophets and crucified the Redeemer of the world,” and did not remember the 
patriotic supporters of the Chicago Tribune.—Therefore the Boston Transcript 
and other Republican organs hurl disgrace on the Israelite, forgetting the great 
devotion of the Tribune friends.—Therefore the present government which, as 
it appears from all transactions, being constituted only to make officers and 
divide the spoils among the sons of the Philistines has not given one single 
office to an Israelite, say not to one of all those whom the Chicago Tribune 
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compliments.—Therefore “but we shall say no more, we know you and the 
world knows you.[”] Please add this to your article in order to complete it, and 
do not drag us before the public through your sheet. 


In June 1864, the number of lives lost in Civil War battles overwhelmed and appalled 
the nation. Ulysses S. Grant sacrificed nearly 64,000 lives over the course of a six-week 
period in May and June 1864. The public had serious doubts that the war could be won, 
and thousands called on their government to negotiate a peace. Copperhead Democrats 
were determined to defeat Lincoln in November, and by August of that year, even Lincoln 
began to believe he was likely to lose his bid for a second term. 

The editorial below sheds light on the gloomy atmosphere that prevailed during this 
time of despair and doubt. Like so many of his contemporaries, Wise had had his fill of 
“this terrible chaos.” He desperately longed for “the blessings of union and peace,” but it 
seemed to so many Americans that their politicians and their government had let them 
down. Only God, Wise confessed, knew how all of this would end. 

This is a powerfully instructive editorial, because it illustrates the inscrutability of 
the future. In August 1864, Wise deeply resented “the blunders of [the nation’s] military 
leaders” and Abraham Lincoln’s “thousand and one demonstrations of imbecility.” Eight 
months later, Wise would memorialize Lincoln as “the chosen banner-bearer of our people 
[and] the Messiah of this country.”44 


The Situation 
August 19, 1864 


If God in His infinite mercy should, as once he called into the dark chaos “let 
there be light,” call this chaos of political opinions, pervent [sic] passions, hor- 
rid bloodshed and devastation, into this chaos of misery and affliction—“Be 
united!” how the deadly arms would sink from the hands of enraged combat- 
ants; how the thunders of cannons would suddenly cease, and the voice of song 
and joy be heard again; how cheerfully and soothingly the tidings of peace 
and union would sound from ocean to ocean, re-echo from every hamlet of 
this large country, and bring gladness home to every heart. How millions of 
people would shout with joy, if once more the sun should rise over a united 
country, and the armies beating their swords into plaugh-shares [sic], return 
home, each, to the cheerful hearth of domestic happiness. What a blessing to 
this country and to the world, it would be, if we should hear of joyous feasts 
in the place of carnage and conflagrations; if the telegraph informs us daily of 
the progress of science, art, industry and humanity, in place of the progress 
of armies! Not even those who, by official positions, family connections, or 
contract chances are becoming millionaires; not even the dupes of the men 
in power and legions led by burning passions, dare gainsay the great blessings 
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of union and peace, or the calamity of war, hatred and disunion. All agree 
on this point; still, unless God in His infinite mercy calls into this terrible 
chaos “Be united!” no earthly power can heal our wounds, silence our raging 
passions, or give us back the blessings of union and peace; because we live in 
the land of extreme factions. God only can help us, no man and no class of 
men can. 

Two factions, the one holding slavery to be a divine institution and the 
basis of civilized society, and the other considering it intolerable, disgraceful 
and outrageous—two extremes hurled the country into this abyss of destruc- 
tion, and both factions are as mad, unscrupulous, reckless and fanatic to day 
after a million of men were buried or crippled, as they were ten years ago, when 
either of them was considered as harmless fanatics. The extremes are still as 
extreme as they were, and sway the scepter of power as they did. A man must 
either hate every man, woman and child in the rebellious states, or he must 
worship them as demigods; he must either speak of exterminating them and 
beg their pardon, in order to belong to the one or the other faction. Either 
he must rejoice over the defeat of our armies and pray for their destruction, 
or he must blindly admire the blunders of our military leaders and shout 
Hosanah to Abraham Lincoln and his thousand and one demonstrations of 
imbecility, in order to gratify one or the other faction. Either one must believe 
the Negro was created to be a beast of burden to others, or you must say, he 
is just as good as you are; in order to gratify your neighbors. Either you must 
shout the union without slavery or none, or you must say slavery first and 
liberty then in order to belong to this or that faction. There is no medium 
way, the factions, the extremes are as mad today as they ever were, the voice 
of moderate and considerate men is cried down. God alone can heal us of 
our madness.*° 


2. ISAAC LEESER PUBLISHES A LETTER FROM A CONCERNED JEWISH FATHER 


Isaac Leeser, although not formally ordained as a rabbi, functioned in that capacity. He 
was an extremely knowledgeable lay leader, and he became a pioneering religious leader 
in Philadelphia. In contrast to Wise, who was an ardent religious reformer, Leeser sought 
to perpetuate traditional Jewish practice in an American setting. Toward this goal, Leeser 
worked as an author, translator, editor, and publisher of a journal titled the Occident 
and American Jewish Advocate.*® 

In January 1863, Leeser published a letter he had received from one of his subscrib- 
ers, an immigrant Jewish farmer named Bernhard Behrend (1793-1865). Behrend was 
deeply disturbed about a general order Lincoln promulgated on November 15, 1862, “Re- 
specting the Observance of the Sabbath Day in the Army and Navy.” In this order, Lin- 
coln declared that it was the sacred right of “Christian soldiers and sailors” to observe 
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their Sabbath, and as commander-in-chief, he wanted “Sunday labor in the Army and 
Navy [to] be reduced to the measure of strict necessity.”*” According to Leeser, “Jewish 
editors throughout the country [took] due notice of the proclamation of the President of 
the United States.” 

Behrend, whose son Adajah Behrend (1841-1932) was in the Union army, promptly 
dashed off a letter of complaint to President Lincoln.4® Reminding the president that 
“according to the Declaration of Independence and according to the constitution of 
the United States, the people of the United States is not a Christian people,” the upset 
father asked Lincoln to issue a subsequent order granting his son—as well as Seventh 
Day Baptists—the right to observe the Sabbath on the seventh day. “Now I stand before 
you as your namesake Abraham stood before God Almighty,” Behrend emoted; “I do 
not want [my son]... dragged either to the stake or the church to observe the Sunday 
as a Sabbath.” 

Although there is no record of Lincoln having responded to Behrend’s letter, many 
years later his son Adajah, who became a highly regarded physician, claimed that 
in 1863 a general order was issued permitting Jews to be furloughed over the High 
Holy Days.*° 

Behrend’s letter to Lincoln is reproduced below together with most of Leeser’s pref- 
atory remarks. Although Leeser noted he did not entirely agree with Behrend’s style of 
expression, he firmly concurred with Behrend’s fundamental point: America was not a 
Christian nation, and the government should not favor the religion of the majority over 
that of the minority. The editor of the Occident and American Jewish Advocate, Leeser 
opined, should not be “placed in a position inferior to that of the Christian.” 


Excerpts from “Are We Equals in This Land?” 
December 4, 1862 


This question obtrudes itself very often on our attention in spite of the most 
callous indifference to the possession of office by Israelites. Our readers have 
been often informed incidentally by us that we would look on with perfect 
equanimity were never a public position conferred on an Israelite in the army, 
navy, or civil life; for this depends on the relative position as regards numbers 
and influence, even more than on qualification or talents. Besides which, the 
men who are called to exercise public trusts think themselves generally ab- 
solved from all religious bonds, and transgress the divine precepts as though 
they had not been written down for the guidance of our conduct. It is more- 
over notorious that both here and elsewhere no sooner is a Jew dressed up “in 
little brief authority,” than straightways he fancies himself elevated above his 
fellows, and is taller by a head than all his former companions and relatives: 
he is a new man and he hardly recognises himself in his new fashion. There 
now and then have been exceptions, but they only prove the rule; humility is 
now as always beautiful to Israel. 
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While therefore we should not utter a complaint ifno Jewish names should 
encumber the lists of the various departments, or offices of whatever kind, 
save and alone in medical and academical [sic] positions: we cannot consent 
to have any disqualification fastened on us for the sake of our opinions, which 
do not attach themselves to our fellow citizens of other persuasions for the sake 
of their respective creeds. Offices may be withheld, though harshly, simply 
because they who bestow them choose not to confer them on us; it may be 
against equity and fairness, but it is not against any legal claim which we can 
set up; yet it is something very different when our personal rights are abridged 
while we never can have placed them without our consent in the safe keeping of 
others; wherefore no one has any right, in any conceivable manner, to abridge 
or to take them away from us. 

... If for instance it is asserted that the minority of a community must 
not labor on a certain day in a manner which could confer no possible per- 
sonal injury on their neighbors, solely because these choose to believe that 
work on that day is sinful, it says simply that the few who find no wrong in 
their contemplated action, which is supposed either not injurious or may be 
even beneficial to others, must forego their purpose, to please the sentiment 
of those who pay no deference whatever to the convictions of the former. Is 
this equality?—By what natural right, which only has to yield to the peace of 
society, can it be made apparent that I am bound to yield to my neighbor in 
a matter in which he would scout the idea of paying the least deference to my 
prejudices, convictions, sentiments, opinions, or whatever you may call them? 
I may yield my possessions from charity to individuals; the State may take 
my means for its support or defence equally with the possessions of others, 
because all this is needed for the general good, to which all must contribute as 
a simple matter of right; but sentiments and acts springing from them cannot 
be claimed or yielded, as the State cannot have an equitable claim to decide 
which are proper and which are not. 

When therefore the constitution of the United States prohibits the imposi- 
tion of any religious test, it meant evidently to prevent any part, however large, 
of the inhabitants of the country to make their religion a concern of the State, 
by which any one might think himself abridged in his right to think and act in 
matters which have reference to himself only in his relation to the Creator, but 
which do not prevent all others to pursue a similar course with respect to their 
conscientious convictions. It surprises us therefore, that people have by degrees 
learned to acquiesce in the gradual enforcement of Sunday-laws and similar 
enactments, as though they were matters which belong to the civil government 
of the State; when it is evident that Israelites are thereby placed in a position 
inferior to that of the Christian. We do not say that the latter should not keep 
the Sunday sacred, if they are so minded, any more than we would find fault 
with Mahomedans, if there be any in the country, for going to their Mosque on 
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Friday, and fasting through the month of Ramadan. It is certainly within the 
limit of their reserved rights; they do no injury to the State thereby, and no one 
individual has the least pretension to complain that they act differently from 
him. But with this privilege of doing as they please, their claim to protection for 
their opinion ceases; they must by the same law under which they take shelter, 
we mean that of equality, let every other person go his own way unmolested. 
They have no business to be worried or offended if one or many not sharing 
their convictions do what they will not practise; for there is no equitable tribu- 
nal before whom the parties could appear and have the question settled how 
far one must abstain from wounding his neighbor’s feelings, for which he has 
no sympathy. The Christian may therefore keep his Sunday without asking 
the Jew’s permission; but so may the latter do with his Sabbath without being 
justly amenable to the other. And still, every opportunity is seized to gratify the 
Christian's scruples at the expense of the Jew; a thousand safeguards are thrown 
around the Sunday to protect those who observe it against all inconvenience 
liable to arise from their abstaining from work, while everything is done to make 
the observance of the Seventh day burdensome to the Jew. Is this equality? Or 
are the rights of the minority of no importance in the eyes of the law-makers 
and the law-dispensers? But if this be so, we would ask, What use there can be 
in constitutional guaranties? Were they made to offer to the world a beautiful 
system in theory, the practice under which should be like that of Europe, which 
has no written fundamental law springing from the popular will? 

The matter is worthy of our earnest attention, and we are pleased to learn 
that the Jewish editors throughout the country have taken due notice of the 
proclamation of the President of the United States, wherein he orders the strict 
observance of the Sunday in the army and navy, while the Sabbath is not even 
alluded to, in order to dispense thereon Israelites from unnecessary work, such 
as standing sentinel, while they could exchange their duties with one who felt 
no scruples for working on that day. For our part we should have passed the 
matter in silence, had we not received the subjoined from an old correspondent 
with the request to insert it; we did not think it proper to refuse compliance, 
although the petition contains a few passages which we do not approve of, 
and which will strike the reader at first sight. The complaint however is just, 
and should have met with a prompt redress, of which we have not heard as 
yet through the usual channels. While thus we present the remonstrance of 
Mr. Behrend, we thought it proper to append a few remarks of our own, if 
it be but only to show that we feel a deep interest in the maintenance of the 
rights of conscience guaranteed in the fundamental law of the land, which are 
often nevertheless violated, for instance in the late thanksgiving proclamation 
of the Governor of Pennsylvania, who in recommending that people should 
“especially pray to God to give to Christian churches the grace to hate the 
thing which is evil,” &c, actually excluded Israelites from participating in the 
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observance of the day. We deemed it useless to complain through the press of 
this forgetfulness of our presence in the commonwealth, as we had done so on 
several previous occasions, only to find the offence again and again repeated. 
But when the same thing strikes others no less than us, we may fairly join our 
voice to theirs, in the hopes of sooner or later succeeding in having the matter 
put at rest by acknowledging our equality on all fitting occasions. 


To His Excellency the President of the United States 

By your order of the 16th day of November, 1862, you recommend 
that the officers and men of the army shall observe the Sabbath and do 
no work on Sunday, because we are a Christian people. But according to 
the Declaration of Independence and according to the constitution of the 
United States, the people of the United States is not a Christian people, 
but a free, sovereign people with equal rights, and each and every citizen 
of the United States has the right and liberty to live according to his own 
consciousness [sic] in religious matters, and no one religious denomina- 
tion, be it a majority or minority of the people, can have a privilege before 
the other under this our beloved constitution. 

Now by the order of your Excellency you give the privilege to those 
officers and men in the army who by their religious creed do observe the 
Sunday as a holy day and a day of rest; but you make no provision for 
those officers and men in the army who do not want to observe the Sun- 
day as a holy day, (as for instance those Christians called the Seventh-day 
Baptists and the Jews, who observe the Saturday as a holy day and a day 
of rest,) that they may enjoy the same privilege as those who observe the 
Sunday as a holy day, as well as for the heathen or the so called infidels, 
who do not want to celebrate either the Sunday or the Saturday as a Sab- 
bath, but choose perhaps some other day as a day of rest. 

Now I stand before you as your namesake Abraham stood before God 
Almighty in days of yore, and asked, “Shall not the Judge of all earth 
do justice?” so I ask your Excellency, the first man and President of all 
the United States, Shall you not do justice? Shall you not give the same 
privilege to a minority of the army that you give to the majority of it? I 
beseech you to make provision, and to proclaim in another order, that 
also all those in the army who celebrate another day as the Sunday may be 
allowed to celebrate that day which they think is the right day according 
to their own conscience; and this will be exactly lawful, as the Constitu- 
tion of the United States ordains it, and at the same time it will be exactly 
according to the teaching of the Bible, as recorded in Leviticus xix. 18: 
“Thou shalt love thy neighbor as thyself” 

I gave my consent to my son, who was yet a minor, that he should 
enlist in the United States army; I thought it was his duty, and I gave him 
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my advice to fulfill his duty as a good citizen, and he has done so. At the 
same time I taught him also to observe the Sabbath on Saturday, when it 
would not hinder him from fulfilling his duty in the army. Now I do not 
want that he shall be dragged either to the stake or the church to observe 
the Sunday as a Sabbath. Your Excellency will observe in this my writing 
that I am not very well versed in the English language, and if there should 
be found a word which is not right, pardon it, and never such a word shall 
be construed so as if I would offend your Excellency or the people; for I 
love my country, the Constitution, and the Union, and I try to be always a 
loyal citizen. 
I remain, respectfully, your most obedient servant and fellow citizen, 
B[ernhard] Behrend 
Narrowsburg, Sullivan Co. N.Y. Dec. 4, 1862°° 


3. RABBI MORRIS J. RAPHALL’S CRITICAL THANKSGIVING DAY PRAYER 


On March 30, 1863, Abraham Lincoln issued yet another proclamation that urged the 
nation to mark a “Day of National Humiliation, Fasting, and Prayer” thirty days later 
on April 30.°' In its coverage of the somber day’s activities, the Jewish Messenger of New 
York City observed: “It was very evident that less respect was manifested for the recom- 
mendation of the Executive, than has heretofore been characteristic of Gothamites. One 
very large denomination omitted to notice the day; among citizens generally, there was a 
less cordial and hearty recognition of the necessity of national prayer and humiliation.” * 

Despite the lack of interest in the general community, the Jewish community of New 
York dutifully complied with Lincoln’s request. The following week, the local Jewish press 
published a number of the rabbinical addresses that were delivered on the occasion. As we 
see from the following document, Rabbi Morris J. Raphall of Bene Yeshurun Congregation 
reflected the cheerless mood that had overtaken a nation weary of bloodshed and strife. 
His rhetorical question was the same as that of his colleague Isaac M. Wise: When would 
the bloodletting stop, and when would peace return? There was no answer to this query, 
because reasonable leaders—“the best men, north and south”—had been “driven” from 
public service and the reins of power “had fallen into the hands of demagogues, fanatics, 
and a partisan press.” 

The prominent Washingtonian Adolphus S. Solomons has recorded that he once 
helped Raphall obtain a personal audience with Lincoln on a National Day of Humiliation 
and Fasting—presumably a day other than the one that Lincoln proclaimed on April 30, 
1863. Solomons recollected that on that occasion, Raphall wanted Lincoln to promote 
his son Alfred to the rank of lieutenant. “After Lincoln had heard the Rabbi’s request he 
blurted out, ‘As God’s minister is it not your first duty to be at home today to pray with 
your people for the success of our arms, as is being done in every loyal church throughout 
the North, East and West?” As Solomons recollected, Raphall was embarrassed by the 
question, so he assured Lincoln that his assistant was “doing that duty.” 


213 


CRITICISMS AND COMMENDATIONS 


“Ah,” said Lincoln, “that is different.” After agreeing to promote his son, Lincoln 
supposedly told Raphall—with a smile—“Now doctor, you can go home and do your 
own praying.”°? 

According to the newspaper report reproduced below, on this National Day of Humil- 
iation and Fasting, Raphall was in his pulpit and illustrated his point about the nation’s 
moral decline by noting that the U.S. government had refused to recompense the heirs 
of a Jew residing in Philadelphia who in the darkest hours of the War of Independence 
had devoted his vast wealth to the service of his adopted country. Raphall was probably 
referring to the family of Haym Solomon (1740-85), a Jewish Revolutionary War hero, 
whose family had been trying to recoup Solomon’s personal funds that had been loaned 
to the fledgling U.S. government. 


The National Fast Day 
May 8, 1863 


The Rev. Dr. Raphall then ascended the pulpit, taking his text from Nehemiah 
IX:35, which he rendered: “In their dominions, in all the great prosperity Thou 
didst bestow upon them, and throughout the large and rich land which Thou 
gavest them, they did not serve Thee, neither turned they from their evil deeds.” 


Hitherto the government, in the full pride of national prosperity had 
deemed one annual day of public thanksgiving a sufficient expression 
of gratitude; but not that evil times had befallen them, they came 
again and again, and called upon the people to weary heaven with 
fruitless professions of a penitence they did not feel, and a humility 
they did not practice. These proclamation-fast-days, on which no one 
fasted, were too much like those denounced by the prophet Isaiah. 
The parallel between the people of Israel and that of the United States 
was most striking. 

All the earthly blessings which as Nehemiah confessed, had been 
possessed and abused by ancient Israel, had equally, though a more 
extensive scale, been possessed and perverted by the U.S., for “they 
served not God.” His hearers need not remind him of the many steeple 
shops,—as the Puritans called them—that every where met the eye. But 
these brick-and-mortar-witnesses of sectarian rancour, afford no proof 
that within their precincts God is served. The prophet Hosea tells us that 
tho’ “Israel forgot their Maker, they built temples,” and the parallel holds 
good in the U.S.54 While in some of these churches the torch of civil 
war had been kindled; while in others, bloodshed and havoc had been 
preached; while each church claimed for itself perfection, and consigned 
all others to perdition, while this world with its sinful passions and 
vile selfishness reigned paramount in every one of them, it was plain 
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that God was not served in any of them. The only subject on which the 
fanatic and ever-rangling teachers in these strongholds of spiritual pride 
could agree was to hate and revile us, to persecute and falsely to slander 
the dispersed ones of Israel. If we leave the churches and enter the daily 
walks of life we shall find that “like priest like people.” Every one serves, 
but not God. It is assumed that the Almighty Creator has, if not quite 
abdicated, at least delegated a great portion of His power to the almighty 
dollar. In this service every house is a church, every heart an altar, and 
every worshipper sincere. Accordingly they do not turn from their evil 
deeds. The two greatest early blessings Providence has placed within the 
reach of mankind, education and freedom, had both been perverted by 
the people on whom they had been so fully bestowed. Education in the 
US. taught neither respect for free institutions nor patriotism nor even 
common honesty. The simplest precept to the individual, “Honor thy 
father and mother” was by American education, tested by its priests, 
perverted into “old fogyism”; the highest duty of the community, a pure 
administration of justice, was by American education perverted into 
venal justice, partisan justice, and denial of justice. 

Asa proof of the latter, we had the action of Congress which evaded 
the payment of a very large sum of money, long and justly due to the 
heirs of a Jew residing in Philadelphia who in the darkest hours of the 
war of independence had devoted his vast wealth to the service of his 
adopted country.—At the time of his death the country was not yet in 
a condition to pay him. Since then, it has grown rich and powerful. 
Millions have been squandered; millions had been pilfered; but tho’ 
the claim of his heirs had been repeatedly examined by committees of 
both houses of Congress, who reported favorably and recommended 
immediate payment,—not one cent had ever been repaid. 

The abuses of freedom were even worse than those of education. 
While the best men, north and south, had been driven to stand aloof, 
public affairs had fallen into the hands of demagogues, fanatics, and 
a partisan press. The consequence was an atrocious and devastating 
but needless civil war, at which humanity wept, while we must sup- 
press our sympathy. 


Dr. Raphall concluded with a fervent prayer. 


4. AN EVALUATION OF LINCOLN’S SECOND INAUGURAL ADDRESS 


Some have called Lincoln’s second inaugural address his “greatest speech”; Frederick 
Douglass was deeply moved by Lincoln's words, and he told the president his address 
was a “a sacred effort.” In his autobiography, Douglass said the speech was “more like a 
sermon than like a state paper.”>° 
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As we see from the following document, at the time Lincoln’s address did not meet 
with universal acclaim. A Washington, D.C., correspondent with the initials “S. W.,”°” 
writing for the Jewish Messenger, described the speech as “decidedly Lincoln, original, 
terse, and an insinuating desire for a joke all over.” 


The President’s Inaugural Was as Brief as He Is Long 
March 17, 1865 


Dear Messenger:—Some months have elapsed since I last had the honor of 
contributing a moiety of news from the capitol of the nation. This being a 
pleasant, beautiful day (of which, here, we have few), I feel constrained once 
again to essay, by informing you that the City of Magnificent Distances is, 
as in the days of yore, watered by Potomac, that here blatent [sic] politicians 
must do congregate, that Mr. Lincoln, late from the West, was, on the fourth 
day of March, inaugurated Chief Clerk of the people of the United States, that 
last night we had an Inauguration Ball, which, by the authority of Jenkins 
and his tribe, was a “recherché affair,” visited and enjoyed by the President 
and lady, Vice-President, Cabinet Officers, Diplomatic Corps, members of 
Congress, representatives from the Army and Navy, civilians, petroleumites, 
oilites, shoddyites, and gentlemen about town, with their attendant satellites. 
Admission was ten dollars, and, from the vast number present, the display of 
toilettes, diamond, &c., there can be no doubt that greenbacks are plenty, gold 
on the decline, and glorious peace dawning upon us. Remember, this ball was 
given to benefit the families of soldiers, and the nett [sic] balance will make 
the anecdote of “catching the tartar” very applicable. ... 

The Re-inauguration, in consequence of bad weather, it having rained 
incessantly for forty-eight hours, was a small affair, the President’s Inaugural 
was as brief as he is long, and evinced more of the priest than the statesman. 
It was decidedly Lincoln, original, terse, and an insinnating [sic] desire for a 
joke all over: “The rebels have prayed, so have we, it is yet doubtful whose have 
been answered.” ... 

Iam, as ever, truly yours, S. W.°8 


LINCOLN’S JEWISH COMMENDATIONS 





5. LINCOLN’S CONDUCT HAS BEEN INVARIABLY STRAIGHTFORWARD 


On January 17, 1862, New York City’s Jewish Messenger began to publish an ongoing 
series of firsthand accounts of life in the Union army, written by a Jewish soldier. The 
column, titled “Sketches from the Seat of War,” appeared in nine installments, with 
the last edition of “sketches” appearing on March 14, 1862. The sketches were writ- 
ten by an unidentified Jewish soldier who wanted to give the paper’s readers a per- 
sonalized account of his experiences and thoughts over the first several months of the 
Civil War. 
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In the third installment in the series, the Jewish soldier shared his opinion of President 
Lincoln, whom he clearly admired. The soldier expressed broad sympathy for Lincoln's political 
struggles. The president had barely taken up the reins of office when he was confronted with 
open rebellion and civil war. In spite of these challenges, Lincoln's conduct was genuinely 
admirable. “Under all these trying circumstances,” the soldier opined, lesser men would have 
resorted to “humiliating concessions . . . duplicity or treachery.” 

In analyzing why Lincoln became so popular with the enlisted soldiers in the Union 
army, one historian pointed to the president’s remarkable accessibility.°° The Jewish sol- 
dier’s testimony lends additional credence to this contention. The writer saw Lincoln with 
his own eyes when he was reviewing the troops. “You will always find him neat [and] 
civil,” the soldier wrote, “and,—if common report be true—always ready for a joke.” These 
sketches exemplify how Lincoln, through conversation, intelligence, and good humor, 
earned the support, affection, and admiration of his troops. 


Excerpts from “Sketches from the Seat of War” 
January 31, 1862 


The great issues dependent on this conflict, will give prominent place in History 
to all those who are now directing the affairs of the nation, and either cover them 
with glory, or disgrace them in the eyes of posterity, in the same proportion 
as success or failure will result from their plans and efforts. Foremost among 
these, is of course, the President Abraham Lincoln, held forth on the one side as 
the cause of the Rebellion, and on the other as the champion of constitutional 
government, but in reality representing before his election, nothing more than 
the principles of a majority in the free states on the subject of slavery, though, 
after having been constitutionally elected, all loyal citizens of other parties, as 
well as of his own, look upon him as the chief magistrate of the Republic, whose 
authority could not be questioned without giving a deathblow to the Union and 
the Constitution. Having been raised by the whims of fortune from the humble 
position of a country lawyer, to the most exalted office it is in the power of the 
American nation to confer, he no sooner hears the gladdening news of his elec- 
tion, than the diabolical spirit of discord and disunion, overshadowing the land, 
dispels from his mind the pleasing anticipations of a peaceful and harmonious 
administration. Before he is enabled to wield the power of the government, he 
sees the national difficulties encouraged and aggravated by a traitorous ad- 
ministration, a rebel government, obeyed by seven states, and enlisting the 
sympathies of five others,—forts and national vessels freely given up, mints and 
other public property appropriated by lawless politicians; and when at last, he 
sets out to assume the reins of government, the assassin’s knife is whetted to slay 
him, whilst a rebel force are lurking in Virginia to seize the capital. Under all 
these trying circumstances, which a coward would have me[t] with humiliating 
concessions, and a villain with duplicity or treachery, Mr. Lincoln’s conduct, 
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as well as professions, has been uniformly, and invariably straight-forward, 
exhibiting, on all occasions, an unwavering honesty of purpose, and integrity, 
earnestness and patriotic devotion, as well as moral courage and firmness, which 
no failure can ever tarnish nor reverses obliterate from the records of History. 
His political opponents admit this, and his friends claim nothing more for him. 

Like Saul of old, he is head and shoulders taller than his brethren, so that he 
has actually to stoop when he enters into conversation with ordinary mortals, 
and it is this, more than his figure, that gives him such an awkward appearance. 
He is by no means a bad-looking man, nor is his hair uncombed, not his dress 
disorderly, as most people seems [sic] to infer from the wretched pictures exhib- 
ited in the stores. Whether you meet him taking his morning walk, or at a levee, 
you will always find him neat, civil, and,—if common report be true—always 
ready for a joke. Those that have known him in his social relations, speak of him 
as a kind father, a too indulgent husband, and a sincere friend.© 


6. “1 AM NOW A STRONG ABOLITIONIST” 


Many Union soldiers did not understand the horrors of slavery until they saw the in- 
stitution with their own eyes while fighting in the South. Such was the case of Colonel 
Marcus M. Spiegel (1829-64). Spiegel, who served in the 67th and 120th Ohio Volunteer 
Infantry regiments, wrote detailed letters to his wife, Caroline (“Cary”). More than 150 of 
these letters survived, and they constitute a rich resource shedding light on the everyday 
experiences and thoughts of a Union soldier. 

In late 1863 and early 1864, when the 120th was stationed near Plaquemine, Loui- 
siana, not too far from Baton Rouge, Spiegel had ample opportunity to observe slavery 
firsthand. Writing to his wife on January 22, 1864, Spiegel confessed, “I have learned and 
seen more of what the horrors of Slavery was than I ever knew.” After seeing the “peculiar 
institution”® with his own eyes, Spiegel understood Lincoln’s decision to emancipate 
the slaves, and he informed his wife he would never again cast his vote for anyone who 
supported slavery. 

Writing a month later—ironically, on Lincoln’s birthday—Spiegel’s views on slav- 
ery had obviously become more resolute, and he informed his wife, “I am now a strong 
abolitionist.” 


Excerpts from Marcus Spiegel’s letter to his wife, Caroline 


Plaquemine La Feby 12/64 
My dear good and kind Cary! 

Yesterday I received your very good and loving letter of the 22nd ultimo and 
I have been joyous ever since; I say like you this is the first real good and lovely 
letter I have received since I left home; the others all were as blue that they 
made everything look black to me, but thank God “Richard is himself again”® 
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... Ihave been to see several large Planters and find them very hospitable; 
they live like princes, are proud and aristocratic, but exceedingly pleasant and 
agreeable to the Federal Officers. Slavery has been abolished in Louisiana‘ 
and they are just as keen to get the negro to work for pay as they used to while 
slaves, and I am satisfied in twenty five years from now, the negro will be an 
educated, well to do laborer and the white man none the worse. This you know 
I see from my own experience; I am now a strong abolitionist, but I want laws 
and regulations by which the negro must be made to work and educated and 
the present Master be compelled to do it. Slavery is gone up whether the War 
ends to day or in a year and there is no use crying over it; it has been an awful 
institution. I will send you the “black code” of Louisiana® some of these days 
and I am satisfied it will make you shudder. 

Now understand me when I say I am a strong abolitionist, I mean that 
I am not so for party purposes but for humanity sake only, out of my own 
conviction, for the best Interest of the white man in the south and the black 
man anywhere.® I find some few large slaveholders concur in my opinion; of 
course the major part of them would prefer the old System. The poor white 
man, the mechanic and laborer in this country however, find that a new era 
is dawning for them in this Country (South); herethefore they were almost 
worse [off] then the negro slave here. 

... As long as the war looks so important and call after call for men, it 
seems as though a soldier and Patriot could have no rest except in the Army. 

I have an excellent Regiment, my men almost worship me, and if I were to 
resign to day, one half of my officers would also and perhaps demoralize the 
Regiment which could be doing the Government more harm then [sic] my 
humble efforts perhaps ever done it good; but never mind, I do not believe 
you really want me to resign. I think you are really proud of your Soldier man, 
only you do not like to let on. 

Good bye. God bless you, my love to the children and all friends. 

Ever your true 
Marcus 


7. A HEBREW TRIBUTE TO LINCOLN 


In 1865, Isaac Goldstein,® a Jewish businessman, composed an original Hebrew poem 
exulting in Lincoln’s achievements. The poem is an acrostic; each line of the poem (which 
is read from right to left) begins with a different Hebrew letter so that the name “Abraham 
Lincoln”—in Hebrew—appears vertically on the right. 

In Jewish liturgical tradition, the acrostic was a popular genre that can be traced 
back to the biblical era. Goldstein, a Hebrew aficionado, seemed to have modeled his 
tribute to Lincoln after Psalm 145 (he also borrowed Hebrew verses from Psalms 84, 144, 
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POEMS 


Who Is laxe Unto Tier, 0 Livcoty 


by Isaac Gotpstein, the Levite 
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The shove is a reproduction of a poem, in 
its original Hehrew, as it appeared in the 
Jewish Messenger, May 26, 1865. 


Happy art thou, Lincoln, whe is lke 
unto thee 

Among kings and princes thou art exalted. 

Much thou didst with an humble spirit. 

Thou art like a unique person in the land. 

Who among princes is like Lincoln? 

Who shall be praised like him? 


Thou hast also a name among heroes! 

Thy right hand has achieved prowess 
against them. 

Thou hast girded on the sword of the 
slain. 

Thou hast drawn the bow by night 
and by day. 

One Father has created us, thou hast said; 

Therefore thou hast proclaimed 
Freedom in thy Jand. 

The black people thou hast redcemed 
unto Freedom: 

Forever they will praise and bless 


thy name. 


Who among princes is like Lincoln and 


who can be praised like him? 


(Franslated fram the Hebrew) 


Isaac Goldstein’s Hebrew “Acrostic” appeared in the Jewish Messenger, May 26, 
1865, p. 165, and was republished in Philip Goodman, comp. and ed., Lincoln’s 
Birthday: Program Material for Jewish Groups (New York: National Jewish 
Welfare Board, Jewish Center Division, 1953), 53. The acrostic, probably written 
prior to Lincoln’s assassination, lauds Lincoln for his courage and valor and for 
freeing the slaves. Courtesy JWB Jewish Chaplains Council. 


and 115). Traditional Jews recite Psalm 145 daily, and they would undoubtedly be familiar 


with Goldstein’s allusions in both form and content. 


Although it is impossible to date the poem with certainty, the fact that the acrostic 
makes no reference to Lincoln’s death implies that the poem may very well have been 
written to celebrate the surrender of the Confederacy and the Union’s victory. By the 
time it appeared, however, the president had been assassinated, and Goldstein’s poem 


was published as a postmortem elegy.°® 
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REACTIONS TO LINCOLN’S ASSASSINATION 


8. “GOD GRANT SO MAY ALL OUR FOES PERISH!” 


‘The year that Lincoln was assassinated, Eleanor H. Cohen (1841-74) was a twenty-six- 
year-old Jewish woman living in Columbia, South Carolina. Cohen had begun keeping 
a diary only a few months earlier, in February 1865. On April 30, 1865, Cohen wrote her 
private thoughts about Lincoln’s murder into the pages of her diary. The young woman was 
an ardent patriot of the Confederacy, and as far as she was concerned, Lincoln deserved 
the punishment he had received. 

It is extremely rare to find such sentiments preserved in writing. In this instance, 
Cohen was confiding in herself; she assumed no one else would read her words. If Cohen 
felt as she did about Lincoln, there must have been many others who shared this same 
point of view. The majority of these people, however, did not preserve such opinions in 
written form. 

Cohen’s entry on June 2, 1865, is equally noteworthy. Her slaves had chosen freedom 
and left her; Cohen still blamed the deceased Lincoln. She believed in the “institution of 
slavery,” and she did not want to see it abolished. 


Excerpts from Eleanor Cohen’s diary 
April 30 and June 2, 1865 


April 30th: Politically I have much to say. No peace yet agreed upon, but ne- 
gociations [sic] are being carried on, and people generally think peace will 
follow. Abram Lincoln was assassinated in the Washington theatre by a man 
who exclaimed: “Death to traitors; Virginia is avenged!” So our worst enemy 
is laid low, and [Secretary of State William H.] Seward, the arch fiend, was also 
stabbed, and today we hear the glorious tidings that the Yankee Congress had 
a row and [Vice President] Andy Jonson [Johnson] was killed. God grant so 


In her diary, Eleanor H. Cohen, from Colum- 
bia, South Carolina, expressed satisfaction 

that Lincoln, the South’s “foe,” had been as- 
sassinated. Courtesy The Jacob Rader Marcus Center 


of the American Jewish Archives, at the Hebrew Union 





College-Jewish Institute of Religion, Cincinnati, Ohio. 
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may all our foes perish! I had a short letter today from Mr. S.,° but it told me 
he was well, and loved me; so Iam happy. 

June 2d: I cannot but blame myself for my long neglect of this dear old 
book, but really I have lived in such a whirl that I entirely forgot to note events, 
important as they are. Peace has come, but, oh, God, what a different peace to 
the one we prayed for! We are conquered by superior numbers. Sherman and 
Johns[t]on declared an armistice; since then, the war is over, we know not on 
what terms. 

Slavery is done away with. Our noble [Confederate president] Jeff Davis, 
as well as all of our great men, are prisoners; even the governors of the several 
states have been arrested. Confederate money is worthless and greenbacks 
rule the day. Columbia and all the principal [cities] are garrisoned by Yankees. 
How it makes my Southern blood boil to see them in our streets! Yes, we are 
again in the hated Union, and over us again floats the banner that is now a 
sign of tyranny and oppression. [Andrew] Johnson was not killed and is now 
President. Sad, sad is the change since the days of [President George] Wash- 
ington. My brothers are all home after fearful deprivations and hardships. 
Thank God, they are spared. Poor Josh Moses, the flower of our circle, was 
killed at Blakely [Alabama, April 1865]. He was a noble man, another martyr 
to our glorious cause. ... 

Our servants, born and reared in our hands, hitherto devoted to us, freed 
by Lincoln, left us today. It is a severe trial to mother, and quite a loss to me. 
Among them went Lavinia, a girl given to me by my grandmother, very handy, 
and who had promised always to remain with [me] and, when I was married, 
to go with me. Mr. S. was so pleased; he wrote me to tell her, if she proved 
faithful, he would take her North and show her [off] as one faithful servant. 
But she went. She behaved better than most of them; she offered to come to 
me in town and do anything. She gave me notice and showed regret at parting. 
This is one of the fruits of war. I, who believe in the institution of slavery, regret 
deeply its being abolished. I am accustomed to have them to wait on me, and 
I dislike white servants very much. .. .7° 


9. SOME SOUTHERN SYMPATHIZERS CHEERED 


Harris Newmark (1834-1916) was born in Lébau in the province of Saxony. He immigrated 
to the United States in 1853 and soon settled in Los Angeles. A merchant who later in life 
began to invest in real estate, Newmark was one of the founders of the Los Angeles Jew- 
ish community. Toward the end of his life, Newmark wrote his memoirs, which are an 
invaluable source of information on the history of Jewish life in Los Angeles during the 
last half of the nineteenth century. 

In the following excerpt from Newmark’s memoirs, he recollected how some south- 
ern sympathizers cheered when they learned of Lincoln’s death. His family physician did 
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so, as did a young German-Jewish immigrant named Henry Baer. Newmark’s reminis- 
cences confirm that there were unquestionably some instances of “ill-advised exultation” 
on the part of southern Jews, but most Jews thought such behavior was improper. 


Celebrating Lincoln’s Assassination in Los Angeles 


On the fifteenth of April, my family physician, Dr. John S. Griffin, paid a profes- 
sional visit to my house on Main Street, which might have ended disastrously for 
him. While we were seated together by an open window in the dining-room, a 
man named Kane ran by on the street, shouting out the momentous news that 
Abraham Lincoln had been shot! Griffin, who was a staunch Southerner, was 
on his feet instantly, cheering for Jeff Davis. He gave evidence, indeed, of great 
mental excitement, and soon seized his hat and rushed for the door, hurrahing 
for the Confederacy. Ina flash, I realized that Griffin would be in awful jeopardy 
if he reached the street in that unbalanced condition, and by main force I held 
him back, convincing him at last of his folly. In later years the genial Doctor 
frankly admitted that I had undoubtedly saved him from certain death. 

This incident brings to mind another, associated with Henry Baer, whose 
father, Abraham, a native of Bavaria and one of the earliest tailors here, had 
arrived from New Orleans in 1854. When Lincoln’s assassination was first 
known, Henry ran out of the house, singing Dixie and shouting for the South; 
but his father, overtaking him, brought him back and gave him a sound whip- 
ping|,] an act nearly breaking up the Baer family, inasmuch as Mrs. Baer was 
a pronounced Secessionist. 

The news of Lincoln’s assassination made a profound impression in Los 
Angeles, though it cannot be denied that some Southern sympathizers, on 
first impulse, thought that it would be advantageous to the Confederate cause. 
There was, therefore, for the moment, some ill-advised exultation; but this was 
promptly suppressed, either by the military or by the firm stand of the more 
level-headed members of the community. Soon even radically-inclined citizens, 
in an effort to uphold the fair name of the town, fell into line, and steps were 
taken fittingly to mourn the nation’s loss.”! 


10. “NEW YORK IS LITERALLY CLAD IN BLACK” 


‘The reaction of a young Jewish woman named Josephine Phillips (1814-96) to Lincoln’s 
assassination contrasts sharply with the sentiments expressed by southern partisans like 
Eleanor Cohen and Henry Baer. Phillips was deeply disturbed by the news of Lincoln's 
assassination, and in a letter she wrote to her brother-in-law, Adolphus S. Solomons, 
on April 20, 1865, less than a week after Lincoln was killed, she conveyed a sense of her 
profound grief as well as the great sorrow that enveloped New York. 

Josephine’s sister and brother-in-law were prominent citizens in the nation’s capital. 
Lincoln associated with the Solomons, and the family was invited to attend White House 
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receptions and various events together with the president. Adolphus and his wife, Rachel, 
frequently hosted family members in their home, and some of these familial guests wrote 
down their memories of these special events.” 


Having met Lincoln personally, Josephine wrote as though her loss was personal. 


Citing words written by the poet William Cowper (1731-1800), she memorialized Lincoln 
“with love & veneration for the man ‘whose heart was warm whose hands were pure whose 
doctrine & whose life coincident exhibit lucid proof that he was honest in the sacred cause 


e& to such are rendered more than mere respect. 
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Dear Adolphus: 

I received your letter last Monday & presume you also got mine containing 
our mutual sorrow & horror at the sad event that has plunged all in profound 
grief, never in history has any event in any nation brought forth such real 
regret, & the loyalty of the people high & low rich & poor is seen mingled with 
love & veneration for the man “whose heart was warm whose hands were pure 
whose doctrine & whose life coincident exhibit lucid proof that he was honest 
in the sacred cause & to such are rendered more than mere respect.” These 
lines from Cowper are forcibly brought to my recollection as illustrating much 
of the character of our lamented President. New York is literally clad in black 
& it is more rare to see a house without it than with it, from the splendid man- 
sion to the smallest Shanty, even the gates of the poorest black or white display 
their emblem of sorrow; full well I can imagine how badly you feel it was only 
last week you wrote me about your being at his house & seeing him come 
out & request the band to play Dixie, & to-day that he appointed to celebrate 
our victories, his own funeral takes place. I have not yet recovered from the 
shock of last Saturday. Yesterday we had shool”? & a very large assemblage, the 
services were very solemn, the Tabah” was covered with black also the pillars 
& gallery, to-day we have it again at three oclock nothing is thought or talked 
of today no stores are opened & the poorest person will not work. I see by the 
paper the body will be here on Monday,” his poor wife & children what a sad 
change for them! I am truly glad Mr. Seward & son will recover” & also that 
his assassin is arrested, but it seems strange Booth has yet eluded the vigilance 
of the police, his Mother I hear resides in 19th St. N.Y. & is of course in the 
greatest affliction, what a villain he is! 

People already have changed their opinion regarding the new President 
& seem to think he will carry out the programme in a great measure of 
Mr. Lincoln. 

I trust this will find you all well. Pa has a cold Beck has suffered consider- 
ably with Neuralgia.”’ Pa felt very badly about the news, & I dare say all the 
children from Ida down were grieved, you remember how he noticed them 
the last visit I was there to see him with you, his likenesses sell like wildfire, the 
one I bought on the Carte de visit[e]’* one that he sat last for”? I gave to Isaac*° 
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when I first came on & he now has it in his window. I may as well leave off for 
I can write about nothing else, the late victories are not spoken of. I see by this 
morning paper Mosby & seven hundred guerillas had surrendered.*! All send 
much love to dear Rachel, Mary Jane*? yourself & kisses to the dear children as 
ever yours most aff— 

Josephine® 


11. ISAAC M. WISE’S REFLECTIONS ON LINCOLN’S RELIGION 


In the following document, which appeared in the April 28, 1865, edition of the German 
language periodical Die Deborah, Isaac M. Wise provided his readers with his own 
reflections on “Lincoln’s religion.” Just days after Lincoln’s death, Wise declared that 
not only he but three other witnesses as well were present when Lincoln announced 
he had long believed he had “descended from Jewish parents” and, also, that he even 
looked Jewish!84 

In spite of the fact that the rabbi had never hesitated to criticize Lincoln when he was 
president—even accusing him on one occasion of being an imbecile—Wise nevertheless 
heaped praise on Lincoln in his eulogies and described the fallen leader as “the most 
outstanding hero who determined and controlled the conditions.” 

Wise implies that Lincoln was a Jewish sojourner. Although it is highly doubtful 
that anyone will be able to validate Wise’s story asserting that Lincoln thought he came 
from Jewish stock, Wise was thoroughly convinced that Lincoln was never a believing 
Christian. His religious convictions, Wise implied, were spiritually aligned with Judaism’s 
ancient teachings. 


Abraham Lincoln’s Religion 


Honored readers will find in the Israelite two speeches delivered in Cincin- 
nati synagogues on the 19th of this month during memorial services for the 
slain President of the United States. One speech, to appear next week, was by 
Dr. Lilienthal, the other by the editor of the Deborah. 

No poet has ever thought up a more magnificent dramatic topic than the 
Civil War, lasting four years and ending with the most complete victory of 
freedom and with the death of the most outstanding hero who determined and 
controlled the conditions. The impression of this concluding scene (Lincoln’s 
assassination) is so powerful and ineradicable, so moving and profound that 
no one can forget this great drama of truth. The consequences for history are 
incalculable. Lincoln’s murderer has inflamed the heart of this nation. The fire 
will consume every trace of slavery and oppression, its flame will flash across 
the seas to rattle the tottering frames of European politics. 

The deceased has rendered an important service to the cause of free- 
dom of religion. As I explained in my sermon, Lincoln maintained before 
four witnesses, I being one of them, that he believed he was descended from 
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Jewish parents, and he insisted that his face had Jewish features, which was 
indeed so. In spite of his puritanical piety, which surfaced at times in most 
poignant expressions, he never in public or in private spoke of a triune God, of 
a crucified savior, or of anything specifically Christian. He was not baptized, 
did not belong to any religious denomination and had none of his children 
baptized or confirmed. The numerous Christian clergymen who, on the 19th 
of this month, talked about each trait of his character and every action of his 
life, made no mention of Lincoln’s religion. Mr. Chalfant of Cincinnati® said 
in his address: “Of Mr. Lincoln’s Christian character, I have said nothing, for 
I know nothing, but by inference.” They all remained silent [on this subject] 
for the same reason. 

A little known clergyman from Illinois, though, recently stated that Lin- 
coln, on being directly asked whether he was a Christian, had replied: “At 
Gettysburg [after the battle], I was a Christian. I love Jesus,” which, in reality, 
indirectly answers the question in the negative. 

There is no need to spell out that this fact will forever stamp the American 
people with freedom of conscience. The Messrs. Bigoted will do well to refrain 
from once more asserting one had to be a Christian to be a good human being 
and a good citizen. On the 19th of this month they all resorted to Old Testa- 
ment texts, or compared Lincoln to Old Testament heroes like Moses, Joshua, 
Samuel and others. What they think of his eternal bliss cannot be ascertained; 
he was not baptized and believed himself to be of Jewish descent. The American 
people have canonized him and the bigots remain silent.®° 


9 
Memorializing and Judaizing Lincoln 


he process of memorializing, dignifying, and ultimately transforming Lincoln 

into a national icon took place incrementally and over the course of many decades. 
Historians have noted how the American people’s perception of Lincoln has steadily 
evolved in response to the ever-changing needs, interests, and priorities of the nation. Or, 
as the distinguished American sociologist Charles Horton Cooley famously observed, 
“present function, not past” shapes the way in which we perceive significant historical 
personalities and institutions. Analytical interpretations as to how the “Lincoln legend” 
evolved over time first began to appear in the early decades of the twentieth century, 
and historians have continued to identify a wide range of factors that influenced the 
exaltation of Lincoln’s reputation over the course of time.! 

Most scholars agree that it was the shock and grief over Lincoln’s horrific murder 
that “suddenly lifted [him] into the sky as the folk-hero, the deliverer, and the martyr 
who had come to save his people and to die for them.” A very real hysteria engulfed 
the nation in the wake of the president’s assassination and his elaborate funeral, and 
there arose a “collective impulse” to praise and honor the fallen leader. The historian 
Merrill Peterson has argued that five large themes have contributed to the apotheosis 
of Abraham Lincoln over time: Lincoln as the savior of the Union, Lincoln as the Great 
Emancipator, Lincoln as a man of the people, Lincoln as the first American, and Lincoln 
as the self-made man.? 

The memorialization of Lincoln began practically from the moment of his death. 
As soon as Lincoln drew his final breath, Secretary of War Edwin Stanton declared, 
“Now he belongs to the ages.” As we have already seen, eulogies on Lincoln multiplied, 
and shortly after the first wave of grief had subsided, the process of memorializing 
Lincoln’s life and career began in earnest. On May 11, 1865—twenty-seven days after the 
assassination—a National Lincoln Monument Association was formally organized in 
Springfield, Illinois. The association immediately issued “numerous appeals for aid” and 
spearheaded a national fundraising drive in order to erect a suitable “Memorial Struc- 
ture” to honor the memory of the fallen president. The association reached its goal, and 
in 1874, the Lincoln Memorial in Springfield was dedicated at the Oak Ridge Cemetery. 

American Jews participated actively in the fundraising efforts for the Lincoln Me- 
morial Fund, one of the first stages in the ongoing process of Lincoln’s beatification. 
One of Lincoln’s Jewish friends, the haberdasher Julius Hammerslough of Springfield, 
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Illinois, was charged with the responsibility of raising funds from the American Jew- 
ish community. On May 29, 1865, Hammerslough distributed a circular that he hoped 
would reach all of the “Hebrew Congregations, Corporations, Associations, Schools and 
Colleges in the United States.” In his communication to Jewish newspaper publishers 
like Rabbi Isaac M. Wise of Cincinnati, Hammerslough asked the Jewish community to 
support what he called “the great and holy work” of the Lincoln Monument Association. 
It was proper for the Jewish community to contribute to this philanthropic endeavor 
not merely because it would be a fitting “tribute to the merits of our fallen Chief” but 
also because it would be seen as an act of “the most grateful remembrance.” He wanted 
American Jews to join with their fellow citizens and contribute a dollar to the cause.‘ 

Appeals for contributions were made in synagogues and in various Jewish organi- 
zations, and by the beginning of June 1865, the Jewish Messenger proudly advertised the 
fact that in New York, nearly 100 Jews had already donated to the cause. In Cincinnati, 
Jews voted on this matter during a “general meeting of the Israelites of Cincinnati” and 
decided to establish a committee that would raise funds for the Lincoln monument from 
that city’s entire Jewish community.° 

By the tenth anniversary of Lincoln’s death in 1875, communities all across America 
had dedicated a cornucopia of Lincoln monuments, shrines, statues, state portraits, 
historical paintings, and prints.° In Washington, D.C., for example, the sculptor Lot 
Flannery (1836-1922) won the commission to produce a life-sized sculpture of Lincoln, 
which was unveiled by President Andrew Johnson on April 15, 1868. In 1869, the Wash- 
ington Times informed its readers that the state of Illinois marked Lincoln’s birthday 
by decorating his tomb with evergreen wreaths.’ 

It was at this same time that the practice of commemorating Lincoln’s birthday 
began to take root. In Buffalo, a well-to-do drug store owner named Julius E. Francis 
(1822-81) dedicated the remainder of his life to the cause of preserving and promoting the 
martyred president’s memory. Francis initiated numerous Lincoln memorial projects. 
First, he wanted the nation to establish a national day of memory for the late president, 
and in 1874 Francis organized, in Buffalo, the first of seven annual observances of Lin- 
coln’s birthday. Each year until his death in 1881, Francis rented a hall, underwrote the 
fees for speakers, poets, musicians, and essayists, and invited the public to attend the 
occasion free of charge.® 

The public’s enthusiastic response to Francis’s commemorations led to the creation 
of a “Lincoln Birthday Association” in Buffalo, and Francis petitioned the U.S. Congress 
on two separate occasions for the establishment ofa national Lincoln Birthday holiday. 
Although these petitions failed to rally Congress, the concept of establishing a holiday 
honoring Lincoln’s birthday may be traced to Francis’s early and indefatigable efforts in 
Buffalo. By 1879—the seventieth anniversary of Lincoln’s birth—birthday observances 
were being held in many cities in the nation.° 

In addition to the work he did to mark Lincoln’s birthday, Francis also pioneered 
in the establishment of Lincoln memorials and the preservation of Lincolniana. Ob- 
sessed with the idea of memorializing Lincoln, Francis gathered so many Lincoln 
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Julius E. Francis, of Buffalo, New York, was dedicated to making Lincoln’s 
birthday a national holiday and founded the Lincoln Birthday Association. 
Frank Severance, The Picture Book of Earlier Buffalo (Buffalo: Buffalo Historical Society, 


1912), 227. 


artifacts and relics that, by 1872, a visual display honoring Lincoln’s achievements— 
the “Lincoln Memorial Collection’—was formally dedicated in Buffalo. By the end 
of the nineteenth century, efforts to collect Lincolniana and Civil War memorabilia 
intensified. As we will see, many American Jews became prominent collectors of 
Lincoln memorabilia.! 
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Reconstructing and preserving the story of Lincoln’s life went hand in hand with 
the effort to collect and preserve his personal belongings, his papers, and a record of 
his life. Soon after Lincoln’s death, the first Lincoln biographies began to appear in 
print. The authors of the earliest such works were more interested in taking financial 
advantage of the public’s preoccupation with Lincoln than in historical accuracy. Lin- 
coln’s peers and associates began to publish biographical studies as well. The novelist 
and journalist Josiah G. Gilbert (1819-81) provided the public with a popular, though 
flawed, biography in 1866. In 1872, Lincoln’s friend and colleague Ward H. Lamon 
(1827-93) published a more substantial biography of Lincoln that took advantage ofa rich 
collection of primary source documents and irreplaceable oral histories that belonged 
to William H. Herndon (1818-91). Yet it was Herndon himself, Lincoln’s longtime law 
partner, who published his own very extraordinary biographical study on Lincoln in 
1888. Herndon’s biography of Lincoln has repeatedly been characterized as “the most 
influential Lincoln biography ever written because it shaped the public perception of 
Lincoln in a very profound way.” 

A decade or so after his death, American schoolchildren began to read about Lin- 
coln in their textbooks. Benson J. Lossing’s A Centennial Edition of the History of the 
United States was the first American textbook to discuss Abraham Lincoln. This book 
portrays him as the Great Emancipator, an equanimous political personality, and a 
man who was one of the people. Before long, schoolbooks in the North and the South 
taught pupils about Lincoln, who was described—even in the South—as a noteworthy 
American figure, a man of strong character, and a successful leader. Reverence for 
Lincoln continued to burgeon throughout the last half of the nineteenth century, and 
by the centennial of Lincoln’s birth, the sixteenth president had become a national role 
model and “a man for all seasons.”!? 

As the nineteenth century drew to a close and the Civil War generation began to 
fade from the scene, there arose a pressing interest in documenting the history of the 
great conflict as well as the many significant personalities who played a leading role in 
that national drama. In 1886, John G. Nicolay (1832-1901) and John Hay, Lincoln's private 
secretaries, began publishing their ten-volume study titled Abraham Lincoln: A History. 
Although the work has been consistently criticized for its highly partisan tone, Nicolay 
and Hay’s massive tome was a landmark achievement in that it made extensive use of 
Robert Todd Lincoln’s invaluable documentary collection along with the authors’ own 
documentary resources. Toward the fin de siécle, as the centennial of Lincoln's birth 
appeared on the horizon, another wave of interest in Lincoln’s life swept over the nation. 

Not surprisingly, the American Jewish community was keenly interested in partic- 
ipating in the efflorescence of Lincolniana. In 1892, the American Hebrew published a 
long book review describing all of the biographical studies on Lincoln that had recently 
appeared. “We are just beginning to appreciate the character of the great President who 
guided the destinies of our nation during the Civil War,” the editorial began. “It is a 
source of great pleasure that poets have found it worthy to sing the praises of so genuine 
a character as Abraham Lincoln.“ 
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Jews participated enthusiastically in all of these efforts to memorialize Lincoln. 
Like all other American citizens, Jews admired Lincoln and considered him a great 
American. Yet from the moment Lincoln was assassinated, American Jews regarded 
the martyred president as a national icon who, though not a Jew by birth, was genuinely 
imbued with Jewish values and had a “Jewish soul.” From the time of his death and 
through the present day, Jews have cherished the belief that Lincoln was truly a fellow 
spiritual sojourner whose moral instincts and spiritual impulses were closely aligned 
with those of the Jewish people. 

Toward the end of the nineteenth century, as the eightieth anniversary of Lincoln’s 
birth approached, rabbis, educators, and communal leaders began to deliver special 
homilies and oratorical lessons in commemoration of Lincoln’s birthday. “It is not 
without significance,” the editorial column of the Jewish Messenger observed, “that as 
the years fade the character of Abraham Lincoln shines forth with greater splendor 
and his name and record acquire a deeper, holier meaning. ... We Americans need 
the inspiration of Lincoln’s memory.” The speeches of the Jewish leaders contained 
inspiring exhortations based on lessons learned from Lincoln’s life. Many of the lessons 
they derived benefited all Americans, but for many Jewish orators, Lincoln’s life served 
as a particularly valuable model for Jewish living. 

For example, on Sunday, February 12, 1888, Simon Wolf delivered the Lincoln Day 
Address in the nation’s capital. It is interesting to note that Wolf began his remarks 
by explaining why he had agreed to speak on Lincoln’s birthday: “I came here as one 
whose ancestors also were in bondage; .. . not in this, but in other countries, and 
to whom and for whom Abraham Lincoln achieved as much freedom and liberty as 
ever the laws of my ancestors have conferred religion and civilization upon mankind.” 
Lincoln’s birthday, Wolf declared, provided the nation with an annual opportunity to 
expose the American people to the life of a man who was an archetypical American. If, 
as Walt Whitman observed, America was a “teeming nation of nations,” then Abraham 
Lincoln was the embodiment of the loftier ideals such a nation’s leader should possess: 
“(Lincoln was] not only an American [but] in the highest ideal a typical American—the 
very incarnation of all that was just, true, and manly, not only for the Christian, but for 
the Jew; not only for the white man, but for the negro; not only for the American, but 
for all men, no matter from what part of the world they came.”!® 

Wolf proceeded to regale his listeners with stories of his own personal encounters 
with Lincoln, all of which emphasized that Lincoln was the Jew’s friend and a man who 
harbored no bigotry. Wolf stressed the bond that Jews felt for Lincoln as well as the 
friendship that Lincoln extended to the Jews. Alluding to the social mores of the Gilded 
Age and, perhaps, the troubling rise in Judeophobia and Jewish social exclusion that 
typified that era, Wolf expressed his hope that Lincoln’s birthday would soon become 
a national day of education dedicated to teaching “our young men and young women, 
who perhaps may be falling by the wayside into materialistic views; [that] . . . it is not 
birth, it is not wealth, that alone accomplishes great things in this country; but it is 
character and truth, nobility of soul and virtue of example that shall live for all time.” 
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A paradigmatic example of how Jewish leaders embraced Lincoln as an American 
and as a sojourner among the Jewish people comes from an address that Dr. Herman 
Baar (1823-1904), superintendent of New York’s Hebrew Orphan Society, delivered to the 
children of the orphanage on the occasion of Lincoln’s birthday in 1897. “My children,” 
the headmaster began, “yesterday we celebrated the birthday of one of America’s best 
and greatest sons, Abraham Lincoln. ... No one deserves more—though he was not 
of our creed—to be mentioned in our ‘Kaddish’ prayer today than Abraham Lincoln. 
Kaddish means holy, and Lincoln’s life was a life of holiness. He was a high-priest in 
the service of humanity; he was a soldier in the battle of human right and liberty; nay 
he was a champion for the cause of justice and heaven-born freedom! .. . [MJay he ever 
inspire us with his lovable and noble heart, with his brave and gentle spirit, and with 
his kind and generous sentiments!”8 

As the centenary of Lincoln’s birth approached, rabbis were increasingly invited to 
speak at citywide Lincoln Day festivities. They used these public occasions to emphasize 
Lincoln’s unswerving commitment to the biblical values of justice, liberty, and compas- 
sion. During the 1890s, the brilliant rabbinic orator Rabbi Emil G. Hirsch (1852-1923) 
composed several addresses on Lincoln, whom he described as “the greatest star in the 
constellation of men [who led the nation] into the glorious path of a larger freedom.” 
Rabbi David Philipson (1862-1949) preached a long sermon on Lincoln to his congre- 
gation in Cincinnati in 1898, comparing him to the prophet Amos. Truly great people, 
Philipson preached, are fighters for justice and righteousness. “Of such was Lincoln’s 
faith,” Philipson declared, “an immovable belief in the right.” In Philadelphia, Rabbi 
Joseph Krauskopf (1858-1923) of Rodeph Shalom Congregation frequently preached 
on Lincoln. Using an effusion of religious allusions, Krauskopf crowned Lincoln “the 
Nation’s Saint, its greatest Master, its holiest Martyr, a people’s Messiah and Redeemer, 
the Talisman and Patron forever of every tyrannized people, of every down-trodden, 
God-given right.” 

In one of his Lincoln addresses, Rabbi Hirsch observed that “Abraham Lincoln 
belongs to no one State.” Although he was “in the flesh” an American, Lincoln was 


Chicago’s Rabbi Emil G. Hirsch frequently paid 
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“in the spirit” a model for all humankind. “The whole earth is a pedestal to his fame,” 
Hirsch declared, “and the best and noblest of all nations asks for the privilege to garland 
afresh every year his memorial in their hearts.””° 

In the 1880s and 1890s, when thousands of East European Jewish immigrants 
poured onto the American continent, Lincoln served as an American beau ideal. In 
fact, Lincoln’s image and his saga even attracted the interest of Jews who had not yet 
set foot in the New World. In his autobiography, Ephraim Lisitzky (1885-1962), a highly 
regarded American Hebraist who spent most of his career working as a Jewish educator 
in New Orleans, recollected that he and other Jews held Lincoln in special reverence 
even before they immigrated: “I was fascinated by the emancipation of the slaves and 
even more so by the personality of Abraham Lincoln, the hero of the event. Lincoln’s 
Jewish name, Abraham, his bearded face with its Jewish expression of sorrow, made 
him look like a Jewish prophet of old whom Providence raised up for the Americans to 
free them from the shame of slavery.”! 

One historian has contended that the primary political challenge facing the United 
States between 1880 and 1920 was “how to assimilate . .. an almost unmanageable influx 
of people who were not Americans by birth but by immigration. Americans had to be 
made.” During this period, many leaders of the American Jewish community were 
keenly interested in addressing this same challenge. East European Jewish immigrants 
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needed to become Americans, and Abraham Lincoln proved to be a catalyst in this 
endeavor. Native-born Americans were convinced that by compelling immigrants to 
celebrate the life of Abraham Lincoln, they would succeed in their ambition to give 
nationhood primacy over ethnicity.” 

In 1905, the Jewish Chautauqua Society convened a special conference in New 
York to deliberate on how best to Americanize the Jewish immigrant. Some of the most 
distinguished Jewish philanthropists and communal leaders of that era participated in 
this colloquium, including Jacob Schiff (1847-1920), Jacob Gimbel (1850-1922), Simon 
Wolf, and Rabbis David Philipson and Kaufmann Kohler (1843-1926). Schiff laid out 
the problem the community faced in the starkest of terms: “The Americanization of 
the Jewish immigrant well deserves the most earnest consideration of the best minds, 
for with something like a million newcomers, of which a hundred thousand are of our 
race, a year, the very foundation upon which the Nation rests, may become displaced, 
unless we succeed in making Americans in the very highest sense of the word of those, 
who, year in, year out, flock in such large numbers to these shores; people who come to 
remain and to make these States the permanent home of their families.” 

Yet, Rabbi Philipson hastened to urge the leaders of the Jewish community to be 
careful and strategic in this process lest they unintentionally drove the Jewishness out 
of the immigrant altogether. “If they can be made to feel they are American and Jewish 
at the same time,” Philipson stated, “then great things can be done.” To achieve this 
objective, Lincoln was one of the most valuable resources because, for the American 
Jew, Lincoln was not only “the first American” but also a spiritual brother.” 


In the 1880s, Rabbi David Philipson 
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Time and again, Lincoln served as a metaphoric nexus that linked Americanism 
and Judaism together for the East European Jewish immigrant. Rabbi Abba Hillel Silver 
(1893-1963) crowned Lincoln “a saint of Democracy” and told his people that “Lincoln 
somehow reminds one of the ancient prophets of Israel. He seems to possess the same 
colossal height, the same sweep of spirit, and the same outreaching power that we are 
accustomed to associate with the ancient prophets.” Rabbi Samuel Sale (1854-1937) of 
St. Louis asserted that Lincoln’s religion was “the religion of humanity.” He was the “best 
and noblest” because he modeled his life on the teachings of the Hebrew prophet Micah, 
who compelled us “to do justly, to love mercy, and to walk with [God] in humility.” For 
Jewish settlement houses and immigrant educational institutions, Abraham Lincoln’s 
life served as an enduring proof text that it was possible to be a great American and, 
concomitantly, a great Jew. In fact, Milwaukee’s settlement house for immigrant Jews 
was actually called the “Abraham Lincoln House.” The Hebrew Immigrant Aid Society 
and the Educational Alliance in New York engaged the renowned Yiddish orator Zvi 
Hirsch Masliansky (1856-1943) so that he could instruct hundreds of East European 
Jewish immigrants in their mother tongue about the life of Abraham Lincoln. 

Ina 1917 article titled “Lincoln and the Immigrant,” fiction writer Grace Humphrey 
(1882-1961) observed that “Lincoln makes the immigrants feel this is their country as 
well as the country of the native-born far more than any other American.” For Jewish 
children, she continued, “Lincoln was the epic rescuer of the oppressed, the man who 
freed the slaves.” Yet Lincoln also served as a vehicle for Americanization—he was an 
iconic American who bore the name of the biblical patriarch and first Jew. As a popular 
song from the era demonstrates, Lincoln made the Jewish name Abraham patriotic: 


You say you're ridiculed by all the boys in school... 
But when they call you Abie don’t you mind. 

There was a man named Abraham not many years ago, 
A better man you'll never find. 

We didn’t have the power to make you look the same, 
The best we could do was to give you his name.?¢ 


Over the course of the Progressive Era, Lincoln was arguably “the nation’s most pre- 
eminent historical figure,” and there can be little question that the East European Jewish 
immigrants easily embraced Lincoln as an American Jewish exemplar. In this capacity, 
Lincoln was sui generis among American icons. As one rabbi observed: “America has 
given the world many outstanding men. There was Washington, the staid and courtly 
gentleman whom circumstances made a revolutionist. There was Jefferson, the scholarly 
and cultured liberal. There was Theodore Roosevelt, the dynamic administrator. There 
was Woodrow Wilson, the isolated intellectual of exquisite world visions. They were all 
great men; each had his message and all are revered by mankind. Yet Abraham Lincoln 
alone is loved. ... Why? Because in him the world sees itself reflected.”?” 

One demonstration of Lincoln’s stature as an American Jewish icon may be seen in 
the custom of naming Jewish children after him. An indeterminate number of American 
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Jews—those who emigrated from Central and Eastern Europe—eagerly embraced the 
sixteenth president’s legacy with the same honor they might have bestowed on a beloved 
and lamented parent or grandparent. When one of a set of Jewish triplets in northern 
California in 1867 was given the name Abraham Lincoln Danziger, it may have been the 
first documented example of a naming trend that would become a true American Jewish 
tradition. Twenty years later, particularly for the massive wave of East European immi- 
grants seeking to Americanize, “Abraham Lincoln” became a popular Jewish moniker 
that authenticated their children’s status as both Americans and Jews. Some prominent 
examples include Abraham Lincoln Fechheimer (1876-1954), a highly regarded Cin- 
cinnati architect; Abraham Lincoln Filene (1865-1957), from the famous department 
store family; Abraham Lincoln Neiman (1875-1970), a founder of Neiman Marcus; 
Abraham Lincoln Erlanger (1859-1930), a theatrical manager; Abraham Lincoln Polon- 
sky (1910-99); a distinguished American screenwriter; and Abraham Lincoln Marovitz 
(1905-2001), a well-known Chicago jurist and political activist. Some Lincoln name- 
sakes—such as Abraham Lincoln Feinberg (1899-1986) and Abraham Lincoln Krohn 
(1893-1958)—became prominent American rabbis.”® 

During the years leading up to the U.S. entry into World War I, Lincoln’s legacy 
was used as a narrative to explain the country’s involvement in this overseas conflict. As 
one scholar noted, after the United States entered the war, “Lincoln and Wilson began 
to look increasingly alike.” In newspapers, magazines, congressional speeches, and 
sermons, Americans heard that Wilson was following Lincoln’s lead in prosecuting his 
foreign policy. As one newspaper summarized, “Lincoln was the apostle of democracy 
and before he died he lived to see the whole of America come to him. Today we have a 
new apostle of democracy: we will live to see the whole world come to him.” Speaking 
from his pulpit in Carnegie Hall, Rabbi Stephen S. Wise (1879-1949) told his listeners 
that “Lincoln moved cautiously; so does Wilson. Lincoln took the long view; so does 
Wilson. Lincoln lifted the war to a higher level; so does Wilson. Lincoln won the war 
and ended slavery; Wilson will win the war and end war.” 

By the end of World War I, Lincoln had become “part of the substance and conti- 
nuity of the American soul.” Yet for the American Jew, Lincoln’s name had become a 
summons to fulfill a distinctly double obligation. The Lincoln legacy called on Jews to 
dedicate themselves to the American nation while simultaneously remaining loyal to 
their Jewish heritage. Speaking to a large Jewish audience at Temple Beth-El in Dor- 
chester, Massachusetts, a future governor, Frank G. Allen (1874-1950), told the state’s 
Jewish community that “a true Jew is a true American.” He urged them to emulate the 
life of Abraham Lincoln by rendering “distinguished service to this great democracy 
by helping instill the element of spirituality in our life, by showing we are truly our 
brother’s keepers, by practicing the ideals of the Hebrew prophets, and thereby [making] 
America a blessing for all who are here.”?° 

Within months of the date when Allen spoke to his Jewish audience outside of 
Boston, a New York businessman and Jewish communal leader named Henry M. Toch 
(1862-1933) was stressing another view about the role Lincoln should play for American 
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Jewry. “The great prophet and emancipator in America,” Toch asserted, should serve as 
a source of inspiration that would compel Jews to be good Jews, “for good Jews make 
good citizens, good Americans.” After all, Toch declared, Abraham Lincoln was “like 
Abraham the founder of our faith.” Just as the biblical Abraham said, “Here I am,” when 
he was called to duty, so too did Lincoln say, “Hineni—Here I am,” when he was called 
to serve the American nation. American Jews, Toch exhorted, must follow Lincoln’s 
example and say, “Hineni—Here I am,” when they are called upon to strengthen and 
sustain Jewish life in America.*! 

American Jews shared in the nation’s increasing veneration of Lincoln. Yet Lincoln 
evolved into much more than an American icon for Jewish citizens. He became a unique 
role model who could teach Jews to be better Americans as he concomitantly inspired 
them to be better Jews. 
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DOCUMENTS 


JEWS AND LINCOLN MONUMENTS 


1. Bear Testimony of Your Love of a Good Man 
2. Let Us Vindicate Ourselves by Contributing to This Holy National Work 


LINCOLN BIRTHDAY HOMILIES 


3. America Is Opportunity 

4. He Had Within Him the Spirit of the Ancient Prophets 
5. The Savior of His Country 

6. Lincoln the Tsaddik 

7. Lessons from the Life of Lincoln 

8. Lincoln’s Religion Is My Religion 


LINCOLN CENTENNIAL SERMONS 


9. Citywide Ceremony Marking the Lincoln Centennial Held at Temple 
10. He Pleaded the Law of Justice and the Gospel of Liberty 
11. The Personification of the American Nation 
12. The Personification of Jewish Values 
13. The Realization of the True Spirit of Judaism 


JEWS AND LINCOLN MONUMENTS 





1. BEAR TESTIMONY OF YOUR LOVE OF A GOOD MAN 


Within days after Lincoln’s burial, calls for the erection of Lincoln memorials were heard 
throughout the Union. On May 21, 1865, the New York Times informed its readers that a 
“One-Dollar-Lincoln-Memorial-Fund” had been established and had already gathered 
119 subscribers.» The following document testifies to the fact that American Jews actively 
participated in these early fundraising efforts. In his handwritten announcement to the 
members of New York’s Congregation Shearith Israel, Rabbi Jacques Judah Lyons declared, 
“A common calamity calls for united and universal sympathy.” The rabbi urged his people 
to support this “noble and commendable” undertaking. 
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Subscriptions Announcement in the Handwriting of Reverend Lyons 


I have been specially requested by the Committee to call the attention of my 
Congregation to the project in contemplation to erect a monument in or near 
one of our public squares, as a lasting tribute of respect of the citizens of 
New York to the memory of their late beloved and lamented President. A 
subscription paper has been sent to me, and I can but say I shall be happy to 
be chosen by you the medium of transmitting your contributions and those 
of the members of your families to the Committee which has the matter in 
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charge. “A common calamity calls for united and universal sympathy.” The 
amount of subscription is limited to one dollar per person so as to embrace 
people of all conditions in life, and it is expected that you, my friends, men, 
women and children, will all avail yourselves of the opportunity to assist in 
the furtherance of so noble and commendable an undertaking, which will in 
future bear testimony of your love of a good man, and your appreciation of 
the services of a faithful officer—peace be unto his memory.*? 


2. LET US VINDICATE OURSELVES BY CONTRIBUTING 
TO THIS HOLY NATIONAL WORK 


One of Lincoln’s Jewish friends, the Springfield haberdasher Julius Hammerslough, vol- 
unteered to collect funds from the American Jewish community for the National Lincoln 
Monument Association. As we see from the Israelite article reproduced below, Hammer- 
slough took his assignment seriously and wrote an appeal to Jewish leaders throughout 
the nation. 

Rabbi Isaac M. Wise published Hammerslough’s written appeal to American Jewry 
on June 9, 1865. On the basis of this ardent published petition, we know that American 
Jews contributed to the fundraising effort.*4 


Lincoln National Monument 


We received the following circular, which we gladly lay before our readers, 
and appeal to their sincere attachment to the late and lamented President of 
the United States: 


Springfield, Ill., May 30, 1864 


Rey. Dr. I. M. Wise: 

Dear Sir:—Benevolence, one of the cardinal principals upon which Juda- 
ism is founded, appeals to your kind and noble heart, and solicits your earnest 
assistance in aiding this great National work. I entrust to your good judgment 
the annexed Circulars of the national Lincoln Monument Association, and 
by distributing the same among your Congregation, Schools and Colleges, in 
your city and surrounding country, you will not only pay tribute to the merits 
of our fallen Chief, but will also confer a great favor upon me, which shall al- 
ways have the most grateful remembrance. I would kindly ask you to have the 
Appeal read in your Synagogue, and impress upon each and every one present 
the importance of the great and holy work before us. 

Trusting your kind assistance and cooperation in the cause for which I ap- 
peal to you will bear fruit and meet with success everywhere, I have the honor 
to remain, 

Your obedient servant, 
Julius Hammerslough 
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National Lincoln Monument 
Springfield, Ill., May 29, 1864 

To the Hebrew Congregations, Corporations, Associations, Schools and 
Colleges in the United States. 

At a meeting of the National Monument Association, held on the 18th 
last, it was unanimously: 

Resolved, That the Hebrew Congregations, Corporations, Associations, 
Schools and Colleges, throughout the Nation, be requested to contribute to 
the National Lincoln Monument, at some time in the month of June next; 
and that Julius Hammerslough, Esq., of Springfield, Ill., be appointed special 
agent to bring the subject to their notice, and request their favorable action. 

In accordance with the above resolution, this is respectfully addressed to 
the distinguished bodies embraced in it, and it is to be hoped that this appeal 
will inspire all patriotic hearts, and should insure the liveliest action. 

Let the high position that we as Hebrews have ever maintained for generos- 
ity and liberality on minor occasions, be still manifested, and let it be evidence 
to all how highly we, as a race, appreciate freedom and the martyrs of liberty. 

It is above all fitting in this land, where the Hebrews have won so proud a 
name, and are so generally respected and honored that they should thus show 
their love and veneration for the fallen Chief of the Nation, whose wisdom, 
honesty and purity of purpose were so highly appreciated by foreign nations, 
and who was so beloved at home. 

Let it be remembered that we have, as a race, despite the advanced and 
enlightened age, to meet prejudices still existing in the minds of many. Let us 
quell this feeling, and vindicate ourselves by contributing to this holy national 
work, in a manner that shall prove that the Hebrews are, as they have ever 
been, the staunch friends of freedom and liberty, and the foes of all oppression 
and wrong. 

In the responsible position in which I have been placed, I beg the most 
prompt and heartiest support of one and all of my co-religionists. 

It is to be hoped that all patriotic hearts will be moved to show their 
love and admiration for the character of Abraham Lincoln, and the cause for 
which he died. 

It is to be hoped that we build a monument to such a man—a monument 
that shall not only be worthy of the immortal dead, but one that shall essay to 
express the homage of our people for an exalted character, whose greatness is 
made complete by goodness. Will not such a monument teach all future gen- 
erations that “he is but half great who is no good,” inspiring all with a worthy 
ambition and the lofty courage which dares to do right for right’s sake, while it 
rebukes and shames the selfish, groveling, politic compromiser? Do we not well 
to build a monument, to which every parent may point his child and say: “So 
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let it be done to him whom the people delight to honor?” Will not a new era in 
our national life be marked by such a monument?—will it not still seem grand 
and worthy, when in the coming centuries, the nation having consummated the 
policy for which he died, and, become strong and glorious in a Union without 
a slave, and, appreciate, honor, love and revere, as it cannot now, the sublime 
character, life and work of her martyred President? 

The honor of the State of Illinois is pledged for the faithful application of 
every dollar contributed to this sacred fund, in accordance with the wishes 
of the donors. 

His Excellency Richard J. Oglesby, the Governor of the State, is President 
of the Association; Hon. Beveridge, State Treasurer, is Treasurer of the Asso- 
ciation, and the other State officers are members. The other corporators are 
among the most distinguished citizens of the State. 

In addition to this the Association is a corporate body; having organized 
in strict conformity with the forms of law, and the Treasurer is under adequate 
bonds for the faithful discharge of his duties. 

These particulars are given because all who contribute have a right to 
know to whom the money is paid, and what are the guarantees that it will bear 
appropriate with scrupulous fidelity and honor. 

Allcontributions should be forwarded to Hon. James H. Beveridge, Trea- 
surer National Lincoln Monument Association, Springfield, Illinois, who will 
immediately acknowledge receipt. All sums from the largest to the smallest 
will be accepted and duly acknowledged. Remittances may be made by Letter, 
draft, or otherwise at the option of the donor. 

Any person may become an honorary member of the Association by the 
payment of ten dollars to its funds, which will entitle him to an appropriate 
certificate of such membership. 

All letters of inquiry should be addressed to me at this place, and will be 
promptly answered. Each of the different bodies addressed will, of course, 
adopt its own plan of action, but it is hoped that such action may be had as 
early in June as possible, and the contributions be immediately forwarded to 
Hon. James H. Beveridge, as above directed. 

The congregation that still adheres to the usual offerings made on Sab- 
baths and holidays, will thus have excellent opportunities of contributing to 
aid in this work. 

All contributions will be published in the press of the city, and the entire 
Jewish press of the country. 

And now let me appeal to you once more, to manifest your liberal con- 
tributions to this great national work that we as Hebrews are not behind the 
very chiefest in our love for liberty and in our reverence for her noblest martyr. 

Julius Hammerslough*s 
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LINCOLN BIRTHDAY HOMILIES 


3. AMERICA IS OPPORTUNITY 


Rabbi Emil G. Hirsch, the spiritual leader of Chicago’s Sinai Congregation from 1880 to 
1922, was a renowned orator and community leader. On February 12, 1892, Hirsch served 
as the keynote speaker for the city’s commemoration of Lincoln’s birthday. Central Mu- 
sic Hall held nearly 2,000 people, and the rabbi knew he would be speaking to a general 
audience.** Instead of highlighting the reasons that Lincoln appealed to American Jewry, 
Hirsch decided to address himself to Lincoln’s role as an American moral lodestar. “Amer- 
ica has given to the world many a true man,” the rabbi told his listeners, but “among 
them Lincoln is indeed the greatest.” Yet even a universalist thinker like Hirsch could not 
refrain from employing allusions from the Hebrew Bible when speaking of Lincoln’s im- 
mortality. Lincoln ascended to heaven, Hirsch told his audience, like “the prophet of old, 
in a golden chariot of fire,” and his disciple—the American nation—exclaimed, “Father, 
father, the chariot of Israel and its horsemen.”*” For Hirsch, Abraham Lincoln was the 
human embodiment of all that can yet be great in America. 


Abraham Lincoln 


Lincoln’s birthday signifies much more than a mere sentiment. If Washing- 
ton’s birthday opens for us that volume of our history which records what the 
Eastern colonies, the first states skirting the Atlantic ocean have accomplished; 
what their spirit contributed to our national wealth; Lincoln’s anniversary 
symbolizes what the West has wrought, how the West has supplemented the 
productions of the East, yea, given them a wider scope and therefore a truer 
possibility. 

... Our Lincoln was tried in the school of disaster. The man loomed up 
all the higher. 

... Our Lincoln is not merely our great statesman, the great son of this 
great land; he types the highest nobility which God has ever given to human- 
ity.... Yea, that man, for all his physical affinity with brute worlds, is of higher 
mold than mere dust, is proclaimed by none more strongly, than by our own 
Abraham Lincoln. And again, not what he became makes him so illustrious, 
as what he remained. America is opportunity. We are familiar with the stories 
of the great men risen from the valleys to the Alps. We are conversant with the 
career of our generals, our statesmen, our presidents, most of whom in their 
early youth had to follow avocations which we count menial. None of them 
remembered the days of his youth so willingly as did Abraham Lincoln. In 
the White House he was the same man as he was when he split the historic 
rails. He was without presumption or arrogance; he withheld from none the 
warm touch of his hand. In his lank and over-grown frame beat a heart as 
wide as the country that he had sworn to save. He whose official duty it was 
to send to bloody fray hundreds of thousands of men, had a soul spun of the 
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tenderest chords of sympathy. When the fate of a deserter court-martialed to be 
shot, waited upon his final decision, sleep would flee from his weary eyes. He, 
upon whom weighed the concerns of a nation fighting for its very life, found 
ever time to console the widows or to cheer the wounded in the hospitals. He 
whom princes addressed as their friend, remained in every detail a man of the 
people, proud to belong to the people, feeling with the people. President of the 
United States, master of the tersest English, and the writer ofa style so clear and 
so concise, gifted with an eloquence of which Demosthenes might well have 
become envious, he was not ashamed to speak the dialect of the backwoods 
villages, and illustrate, even in the most fateful moments, his arguments by 
some apt story or other. He remained true to himself, true to his friends. The 
man Lincoln eclipses even the President Lincoln. He will be loved and honored 
by all who have understanding for the genuine essence of true manhood; he 
will live in the affections of all true men, when perhaps the greater deeds of the 
greatest generals on battle-fields will be forgotten; when the glory of many a 
central sun around which the planet circled will have been clouded in the mists 
of oblivion. America has given to the world many a true man; among them 
Lincoln is indeed the greatest. He is a monument to our civilization, which can 
make of the backwoods boy a president, shaming in his sagacity the kings born 
to the purple, and vying in renown with the greatest men that ever time did 
fashion. With the sentiments of the prophets will forever be quoted his words, 
hallowing the graves of the soldiers who fell on the hotly contested cemetery of 
Gettysburg, so touching in their appeal and so tender in their simplicity: “with 
malice toward none, with charity toward all.” And when this man fell at his 
post of duty, the whole world paused and wept. ... He ascended heavenward 
as did the prophet of old, in a golden chariot of fire, and his disciple, the nation 
at large upon whom his mantle fell, looked up to the heights to which he had 
gone, and exclaimed. “Father, father, the chariot of Israel and its horsemen.”** 
He ascended to the realms of immortality, carried upward by a flame of fire, 
but in his death he sealed a new covenant of love, which today binds together 
both those that wore the gray and those that wore the blue. Today our flag floats 
over one country, one union, one freedom. May that flag float on forever. Its 
stars shine out in the darkness of despotism, beacons of hope wherever human 
beings are crushed and downtrodden, wherever shackles of slaves are clanking! 
May its stripes stream out like the forerunner of the rising sun to herald to the 
world that the mists of slavery are lifted and the day of freedom is here. Lincoln 
died for this flag, let us live for it. Washington planted it, Lincoln preserved 
it. Let us be true to the great heritage of the fathers. Each one as far as in him 
lies in his sphere, must remember that that which the fathers planted and the 
sons preserved, we the grandsons enjoy, merely to enrich it and to enlarge it, 
and to become worthy of it. America, land of freedom, washed by the blood of 
martyred presidents, America, hope of humanity, star of the morning, sing thy 
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song, “Today a child was born unto us, a son was given unto us. Upon him was 
the dominion, his name was great counselor, mighty in deed, witness of the 
great Father in heaven; Prince of Peace!”*? For in this old biblical description 
of Israel’s ideal ruler, America, thou mayest well breathe thine appreciation of 
thine own son, immortal Abraham Lincoln.*° 


4. HE HAD WITHIN HIM THE SPIRIT OF THE ANCIENT PROPHETS 


Rabbi David Philipson’s sermon, delivered to Congregation Bene Israel at the Mound 
Street Temple in Cincinnati, Ohio, on February 12, 1898, exemplifies the stirring en- 
comia that American rabbis used in praising Lincoln to their communities. Philipson 
described Lincoln as a man whose lips “were touched by the coal of living fire taken from 
the altar of God” and as a “messenger of the Lord of Hosts... , sent unto [the] people.” 
The mere contemplation of Lincoln’s life, Philipson effused, would lift one’s “soul to the 
empyrean heights.” 
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Abraham Lincoln 


Had, in Lincoln’s case, externals been decisive, no man would ever have imag- 
ined that his was to be that great, providential career. Gaunt, ungainly and 
unprepossessing in appearance, the casual onlooker would never for a moment 
have dreamt that within that homely frame there dwelt one of the greatest 
souls that ever breathed the breath of life. Yes, yes, again was the old word 
exemplified, “Men look upon the outward parts, but the Lord looketh upon the 
heart.” 

Who has not been thrilled, whose nerves have not been set atingling 
when reading the plain, unvarnished tale of the life of this masterful man, so 
wonderfully astute, so wise, simple, sagacious, honest, patient, courageous, 
humane and tender? There are so many facets to this brilliant diamond, the 
character of Lincoln, that we can find time to view but few. First of all there 
was the supreme honesty of the man; he was honest in every fibre of his being, 
true and straightforward, uncompromising for the right as he saw the right. 
He had within him the spirit of the ancient prophets; aye; he was a modern 
prophet in his firm insistence on the right, in his clear view of the external 
issue between right and wrong. This appeared most strongly in the famous 
debate with Douglas, when he used the words, so daring in those days of 
compromise (it was in the year 1858), “A house divided against itself can not 
stand. I believe this Government can not endure permanently, half slave and 
half free. I do not expect the Union to be dissolved—I do not expect the house 
to fall—but I do expect it will cease to be divided. It will become all one thing 
or the other.” When his friends remonstrated and begged him not to use this 
bold language, urging the plea that it would surely cause his defeat for the 
Senate, he gave the characteristic answer that he “would rather be defeated 
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with this expression in his speech than to be victorious without it.” Time 
and again he took his firm stand on the pedestal of the right. At the close ofa 
speech in New York he uttered the ringing words: “Men of America! History 
through the centuries has been teaching us that might makes right. Let it be 
our mission in this nineteenth century to reverse the thought and to declare 
that right makes might.” It was thought that Amos had come back to earth, 
as though there was reincarnation of that mighty spirit that twenty-seven 
hundred years before had declared to the people of Israel, “Let justice flow 
like water and righteousness like a mighty stream!” The truly great of earth, 
the prophets, ancient and modern, stand squarely on the moral issue: there 
is the eternal struggle between right and wrong, the two principles that have 
stood face to face from the beginning of time; but for the true man there is no 
question of the final outcome; before the tribunal of the eternal Justice right 
is right—no half measure, no timid time-serving. Of such was Lincoln’s faith, 
an immovable belief in the right, in the justice of eternal God moved him in 
his every action. “The purposes of the Almighty are perfect and must prevail, 
though we erring mortals may fail accurately to perceive them in advance,” 
was another of his winged sentences. Words more deeply religious than these 
were never spoken by preacher or seer. Truly the lips of this great man were 
touched by the coal of living fire taken from the altar of God and a messenger 
of the Lord of Hosts was he, sent unto this people in the most critical time of 
its existence to lead them by his wisdom, his courage, his prophetic utterances, 
through the dread years that tried men’s souls, he himself burdened with the 
awful responsibility which seemed too great for any one man, and therefore so 
often solitary, so pathetically sad, for he was bearing a Nation’s woe, his heart 
was wrung with sympathy for the thousands of firesides made desolate, the 
tears of widowed mothers, the pains and tortures of brave, sacrificing men. 

The contemplation of a life such as Lincoln’s lifts the soul to the empyrean 
heights, and the words that fell from his lips will echo and re-echo in the hearts 
of men unto latest generations. Many of these words deserve and have found a 
place in the Bible of humanity. From out the dim vista of the past there looms 
before us the sad, sad face, furrowed with the lines of care, and there beams 
upon us the light of the far-seeing eyes, and from his lips we hear fall those 
great, undying Words, “With malice towards none, with charity for all, with 
firmness in the right as God gives us to see the right.” Aye, truly, we feel, we 
know, with our great poet that 


Standing like a tower, 
Our children shall behold his fame, 
The kindly, earnest, brave, far-seeing man, 
Sagacious, patient, dreading praise, not blame. 
New birth of our new soil, the first American.# 
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5. THE SAVIOR OF HIS COUNTRY 


Rabbi Joseph Krauskopf delivered a memorial sermon marking Lincoln's birthday on Feb- 
ruary 11, 1906, at Congregation Keneseth Israel in Philadelphia. In this address, Krauskopf 
asserted that Lincoln’s humble roots and simple manner were inexorably linked to his 
unrivaled purity of character, his honesty, and his spiritual nature. In this markedly 
religious sermon, Krauskopf encouraged his listeners to accept Lincoln’s death as part 
of God’s plan. He compared Lincoln to Moses, Jesus, and Luther and crowned him “the 
savior of his country, .. . the Chosen of God.” 
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Lincoln, the Chosen of God 


It was on February 11, 1861, forty-five years ago this day, that Abraham Lincoln 
left Springfield, Illinois, to proceed towards the capital of the Nation, as its 
chosen President. His friends and neighbors came to take leave of him, and, 
while their hearts rejoiced at the honor that had been conferred upon their 
fellow-townsman, there were tears in the eyes of many in the hour of parting. 
Lincoln himself was deeply touched. Had he and they a presentiment that 
they might never see each other again? “Friends,” said he in solemn farewell, 
“T know not how soon I shall see you again. A duty has devolved upon me 
greater than that which has devolved upon any other man since Washington. 
He never would have succeeded except for the aid of Divine Providence, upon 
which he at all times relied. On the same Almighty Being I place my reliance. 
Pray that I may receive that Divine assistance, without which I cannot succeed, 
but with which success is assured.” 

Ihave no doubt but that the prayers thus asked for were fervently lifted up 
for the President-elect, and not by his townspeople alone but also by millions 
of his supporters throughout the troubled land. Was their prayer answered? 
Many there are who will at once say no, and, in proof, will point to a whole 
Nation inconsolable, aye, to a civilized world in tears, because of his death of 
martyrdom, a little more than four years after his leave-taking at Springfield. 

As for me, I know of no better instance of prayer answered than the suc- 
cess that attended the supplications that were offered up for Lincoln when he 
entered upon his perilous office. He did not ask that supplications be offered 
for his escape from a death of martyrdom; he but asked for prayers that success 
might attend his labors to save the country from dismemberment and to re- 
move a malignant cancer that threatened the very life of the Nation. In a little 
more than four years, the Union was saved and slavery was abolished, and, 
his work being done, the greatest since the days of Washington, martyrdom 
came as a halo of glory rather than as a sign of failure or as a token of divine 
disapprobation. 

Of course, had mortals had the disposition of it, they would have assigned 
a far different end to the savior of his Nation and to the emancipator of the slave 
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than death by an assassin’s bullet, five short days after General Lee’s surrender 
at Appomattox, on the very day of the rehoisting of Old Glory over Fort Sumter, 
and but a little more than a month after a grateful people had entrusted itself 
to his wise and fearless leadership for another term of four years. They would 
have had him live to a good, old age, they would have had him continue in the 
full enjoyment of the fruitage of his labors, the idol of his people, the inspiration 
of all living kind, until a gentle death would have translated him from his field 
of earthly labor to the regions of his celestial rewards. 

But God’s ways are not our ways, says the prophet, neither are His thoughts 
our thoughts. When I consider the wisdom that was manifest in the choice 
of this peerless leader, I cannot but feel that in his tragic taking-off, when his 
work was done, there may have been a wisdom no less divine than that which 
called him when his work was needed. Probably his highest reward lay in 
having been spared the ingratitude of the Nation he had saved. Many a savior 
might have died happy had he died when his work was done, had he died before 
adulation could turn to envy and envy to malice, and malice to calumny, and 
calumny to base ingratitude. 

Every move in this wonderful man’s career seems to speak of providential 
call and guidance. No man was ever more the chosen of God than was Abra- 
ham Lincoln, and yet no man ever gave less evidence and promise of it than 
he. What people, unaided by divine direction, would have dared to select for 
its leader this untried man of the untrained West, in the crisis in which our 
Nation found itself prior to the outbreak of the civil war? They would have 
sought among experienced statesmen, among men of proven executive power, 
of tried leadership, of great military prowess. They would have inquired among 
the universities for those of marked attainments and of brilliant records, or 
among the illustrious families for one whose distinguished name and descent 
might dazzle the masses and command the largest following of the select. Only 
the intermixture of the will of Providence with the will of man can explain 
the daring choice our fathers made when they selected Abraham Lincoln for 
their chief-executive. The capitol of Washington had never before, and has 
never since, seen a President like him. Never before had a man received so little 
training for so exalted a place, never had a man possessed such few graces for a 
position that was to throw him in contact with the most polished of the land, 
never had a man had so little schooling for an office that required profound 
knowledge in many of the most intricate problems of political and economic 
and military science. 

And never before nor since did man master such gigantic problems, within 
so short a time, as they were mastered by the first of our martyr-presidents. 
Long before his first term expired, there was no statesman in all the land com- 
parable to him, no master of the English tongue superior to him, no military 
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strategist like unto the chief-commander of the Nation. Read his deliberations 
with his cabinet, read his consecration of the battlefield of Gettysburg, his 
second inaugural address, his orders to his generals, or, better, retrace your 
steps to the wretched log-cabin in the mountain-wilds of Kentucky, where his 
cradle stood, and then follow his career, step by step, from cabin to capitol, and 
tell of another like it, in history or in literature, in fiction or in truth. 

His father a backwoodsman, unlettered, unmannered, thriftless. His 
mother an invalid passing into the grave before her boy is yet nine years old. We 
next see him in the new lands of Indiana but in the midst of the old hardships, 
differing only from the other in finding here some opportunity for schooling, 
seven months long in all—the only schooling in all his life. But, if of the school 
of letters he had little, he had an abundance of the school of life. Life for him, 
from earliest childhood to manhood’s estate, meant hard toil, from early morn 
till late at night, for little more than the absolute necessities of life. And full 
of hard toil his life continued to be till his last day, now as farm hand, now 
as rail-splitter, now as flat-boatman, as shopkeeper, soldier, legislator, lawyer, 
congressman, and finally as President of the United States. 

And while that passage from log-cabin to White House, from farmhand to 
President was marked by wonderful flashes of intellectual genius and of moral 
and spiritual greatness, such revelations were vouchsafed only to friends and 
neighbors or to clients and constituents. To the eastern and southern people 
from among whom the Presidents and great men had hitherto come, when 
they first beheld him, he seemed a gnarled, homely-featured, horn-handed, 
hoosier from the uncultured West, more fit to drive a yoke of oxen than to 
guide a nation out ofa sea of trouble into a haven of rest. 

Listen to the impression his appearance made on our own townsman, 
Mr. Alexander McClure,*4 who had done much toward effecting his election, 
and who had proceeded to Springfield to confer with him on matters of national 
importance. “My first sight of him was a deep disappointment. Before me stood 
a middle-aged man, tall, gaunt, ungainly, homely, ill-clad—slouchy pantaloons, 
vest held shut by a button or two, tightly fitting sleeves to exaggerate his long, 
bony arms, all supplemented by an awkwardness that was uncommon among 
men of intelligence. I confess that my heart sank within me as I remembered 
that this was the man chosen by a great nation to become its ruler in the gravest 
period of its history.” 

It was not long, however, before Mr. McClure discovered, as the Nation 
discovered later, that it was God who had chosen Lincoln, that, when the peo- 
ple cast their vote for him, they but expressed the will of Providence, which 
had decreed that the Nation founded by the Colonial Fathers shall not be 
severed, and that the slave shall be free. They remembered what the Bible said 
respecting the choice of the shepherd David in preference of other men, who, 
in external appearance, seemed the better fitted for the kingship: “the Lord 
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seeth not as man seeth; for man looketh on the outward appearance, but the 
Lord looketh on the heart.” They recalled the humble origin of Moses and 
Jesus and Luther, and recognized that they whom God chooses for his work 
must have other distinctions than looks or wealth or name or culture. They 
must have hearts of saints, souls of heroes and martyrs. They must serve as 
anvils in the smithies of affliction so as to be able to serve as the hammer of 
God when the hour for striking comes. 

It was a critical time in the story of our Nation, the most critical since 
the days of our conflict with our mother country across the sea. The hand of 
brother was lifted against brother. The South stood arrayed against the North. 
The hour called for a great man, for a man wise of heart as well as of mind, for 
a man of inspired soul and resolute will, for a man whose personalities and 
family traditions counted as nothing in the balance, for a man who, being of 
the common people, and the conflict of the hour having the greatest need of the 
common people, could easiest appeal to them and come in closest touch with 
them. The hour called for a man all whose labor and ambition were consecrated 
to his people and all whose purposes accountable to his God. 

Such a man was Lincoln. A man more honest than he never lived. Rivals 
derided him, parties ridiculed him, papers caricatured him but no man was 
ever able even to breathe the breath of suspicion upon any of his motives. 
Unlike so many of the schooled diplomats and statesmen, who in their eager 
development of brain, starve the heart, his brain was all the keener because of 
its blending with heart, and his heart all the richer because of its blending with 
brain. An unkind word never passed his lips, an unkind deed never stained 
his hand, an unworthy thought never polluted his mind. His countenance, 
rugged and gnarled as it was, was as open as a page of Scriptures; his eye as 
clear as innocence itself. 

Not ambition, not lust of power or wealth, of fame or name, bore him to 
the heights he occupied. He had never sought an honor or an office, had never 
thought himself fit for a position of responsibility when it was entrusted to him. 
Men in public office have been modest, have been unassuming, but never one 
like Abraham Lincoln. There was no more surprised man in all the land than 
he when the choice of President fell to him, and it would have been difficult to 
find one who could have accepted it with greater reluctance. Full forty years 
long had he yearned for the coming of a man strong and wise enough to rid 
the Nation of the curse of slavery, without severing its bond of union. Full forty 
years long had that hope and prayer burnt within him, and would not cease 
burning, like the vision of the burning bush that Moses saw in the wilderness. 
And when the call came to him at last, as it had come to Moses, when the voice 
of God, through the voice of the people, called out to him, saying: “I have seen 
the afflictions of a people unjustly enslaved; I have heard its cry of anguish by 
reason of its taskmasters. I know the strife that is tearing the Nation asunder, 
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and I am resolved to deliver it, through thy hand. Get thee to Washington, and 
inaugurate there the work of redemption and of union,” when that call came, 
he, like Moses, had not the heart to rush upon a work, which the greatest had 
feared to touch, fearing lest, by unfitness, he overthrow all future chance, all 
future hope. “Let another and an abler go,” he sadly said, “this is a work for 
giants, not for pigmies, like me.” 

It was a work for a giant, and for just such a giant as Lincoln was. It re- 
quired a giant’s heart to make an entry into the Capital of the Nation, as Presi- 
dent-elect, such as he was obliged to make, in the dead of night, by stealth and 
by circuitous routes, to escape the assassin’s hand. It required a giant’s mind 
to present an inaugural address such as he presented, on the fourth of March, 
1861, and to outline a course of action such as he laid before his Secretary of 
State. The men of his cabinet, proud of their statesmanship and scholarship 
and polish and influence, had believed that the western hoosier, the accident 
of the polls, would but be a figurehead, that they themselves would rule and 
dictate the policies of the land. They soon learned that their chief was a ruler, 
not only by the grace but also by the call of God, a ruler with the inspiration 
of a prophet, with the wisdom of a sage, with the will-power of a conqueror. 
Before a month of his presidential term had elapsed, the Nation marvelled as 
much as it had doubted, and the South realized that it was a war to the death 
that it had entered upon. 

And a war to the death it continued, four years long, till slavery was abol- 
ished and the union was saved. There was no abatement in its vigor, no change 
in its policy, no quarter to the enemy, until they recognized the stars and 
stripes as the common flag of all of the United States, until they conceded to 
the enslaved negro the human rights and political liberties which the white 
man enjoyed. There had been irresoluteness and vacillation too long, and at too 
terrible a cost. Had the issue been squarely met, had the voice of God instead 
of the voice of politics been spoken, had there been whole truths instead of half 
measures, in short, had their [sic] been a Lincoln in the Presidential chair fifty 
years earlier, there would have been no need of a civil war, no need of ravaged 
states, devastated homes, paralyzed industries, impoverished people, no need 
of brother’s hand being raised against brother, no need of six hundred and 
twenty-five battles being fought, in which blood flowed like water, and which 
widowed and orphaned and darkened tens of thousands of homes. 

Others before him had seen the calamity that threatened the Nation as 
clearly as he saw it, and had yearned for a redeemer as sincerely as he. Long 
before him, Patrick Henry had said the slave question “gives a gloomy prospect 
to future times,” and George Mason had written to the legislature of Virginia 
“the laws of impartial Providence may avenge our injustice upon our posterity,” 
and Jefferson had said: “I tremble for my country when I reflect that God is 
just, and that His justice cannot sleep for ever,” and Madison had said “where 
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slavery exists there the republican theory becomes fallacious”—but, while they 
saw the danger and despaired, he felt it and acted. 

Others dared not risk their political future, he dared to risk even his 
life. It was his innermost conviction that one nation, under one government, 
without slavery, had been divinely ordained, and he was resolved that not a 
State should be struck from the Union by treason. He saw no other assurance 
for lasting peace than war to the bitter end, no other promise of harmony 
between the North and South than a decision upon the battlefield whether or 
not all men are born free and equal politically, whether or not individual states 
had a right to secede. It was in our old Independence Hall where he solemnly 
declared that he believed in the Declaration of Independence, that he believed 
with all his heart that it guaranteed liberty to all, and reaching a climax of 
eloquence, and speaking as one inspired, he said: “If the country cannot be 
saved without giving up that principle, I would rather be assassinated on the 
spot than surrender it.” 

And well did he see to it that the country did not surrender its principle. 
And dearly did he pay for it. That of which he had had a presentiment when 
he spoke in our city came to pass. The assassin’s hand struck him down, but 
not till, by his labors, his country was saved, till the stars and stripes waved 
again over the North and South, till union and confederate soldier laid down 
their arms, never to take them up again against each other. 

The turf has grown thick over the graves of those who paid with their lives 
for their country’s honor. The bitter enmities of half a century ago are now 
forgotten. But not forgotten is the name of Abraham Lincoln. Not forgotten 
is the sacrifice of martyrdom which he laid upon the altar of his country. An- 
nually the still remaining veterans of the long and deadly conflict assemble 
to do reverence to the memory of their well nigh canonized leader. Annually 
sons of these veterans assemble to pledge their fealty to the memory of him 
who led their fathers and their country to victory. Annually, on his natal day, 
a grateful posterity burnishes into new lustre his crown of glory, and piously 
resolves that as long as oceans shall beat against our Atlantic and Pacific shores, 
as long as the Alleghenies and the Rocky Mountains shall lift their heads into 
the blue empyrean, as long as proud Old Glory shall wave from highest North 
to furthest South, so long shall the name of Abraham Lincoln live in the loyal 
American heart as the savior of his country, as the Chosen of God. 46 


6. LINCOLN THE TSADDIK 


Arthur A. Dembitz (1875-1940) was one of Lewis Naphtali Dembitz’s children. Lewis 
Dembitz was one of Lincoln’s earliest supporters, and he helped to nominate Lincoln 
at the Republican National Convention in 1860. According to a news article in the Jew- 
ish Exponent, Arthur Dembitz, an instructor of Jewish history at Philadelphia’s Gratz 
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College and an active member of Philadelphia’s “Free Synagogue,” delivered a homily on 
Lincoln. Employing a familiar Hebrew compliment, Dembitz told his fellow congregants 
that Abraham Lincoln was a tsaddik—an expression commonly used to describe a person 
who is the embodiment of Judaism’s highest moral teachings.” 


Mr. Dembitz Praises Lincoln 


At the Free Synagogue services .. . last Saturday, Mr. Dembitz, after dwelling 
for a few minutes on the New Year of Trees, which was to begin Sunday night, 
made some comments on the sweetened waters of Marah.*8 The Sedra [Torah 
portion] contained the expression “And the Lord showed him a tree,” which, 
when it was thrown into the water, the water became sweet. In relation to the 
water of life being sweetened, the Midrash [rabbinical exposition] gives us a 
hint elsewhere as to the meaning of the word “tree.” In his exhortation to the 
spies, Moses says, investigate (among other things) “whether there bea tree in 
it or no,’"—by “tree” here is meant a righteous man, under whose shadow and 
protecting aegis the inhabitants feel secure. Such a Tsaddik, said the speaker, 
has been shown by the Almighty to America; Abraham Lincoln, whose birth- 
day this year immediately precedes the New Year of Trees, was indeed such 
a “tree,” the contemplation of which causes one to say, “Life is not vain; life is 
not bitterness; there is a sweetness in life that renders it worth living.” 

May it never be said of America, “their shadow has departed from them.” 
Rather be it said that they delight in the shadow of such men as Washington 
and Lincoln, whose teachings and noble examples will form abiding elements 
of the national character, private and public—insuring perpetuity. 


7. LESSONS FROM THE LIFE OF LINCOLN 


Nathan Krass, rabbi of Temple Emanu-El in New York from 1923 until his retirement 
in 1933, delivered the sermon from which this excerpt is taken at the Buffalo Ad Club 
in Buffalo, New York, on February 12, 1914, on the occasion of Lincoln’s 105th birthday. 
Rabbi Krass described Lincoln as the epitome of the true universal religious spirit in that 
he served as a model for all those who sought to serve God regardless of creed. He was a 
man who possessed “an intensely religious soul” wherein “there burned the divine essentials 
that make all religions glow.” Lincoln was a man who believed that humans could indeed 
make their world a better place, and Krass urged his listeners to emulate his idealism. 


Abraham Lincoln 


I was asked to draw some lessons from the life of Lincoln for our generation. 
Well, one such lesson is this. It is not an essential of greatness to hold one’s 
self aloof from one’s fellowmen. Such is the method of near-greatness. The 
greater the man, the more will he love and labor for and live with his fellow- 
men. The old biblical verses are still true—the first in the old, the second in the 
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new testaments. “And the oldest shall serve the youngest, the more powerful 
the weaker.” “The greatest among you shall serve the least.”>° This lesson was 
supremely illustrated in the personality of Lincoln and that is one of many 
legacies he has left us in our great democracy. He left one more, which I shall 
mention. It was said that Lincoln was not a churchman. Well, what of it? I can 
name some others that were not in the technical sense churchmen. And I do 
this not by way of criticism of the church, but reverently. For there have been 
great exceptions in the religious world who stood outside the organized church 
not because they were irreligious, but because they were temperamentally 
more comfortable outside of the church. Moses was no churchman. Yet, he 
was profoundly religious. The prophets were not churchmen. Yet, they are the 
greatest group of religious souls the world has ever seen or heard. Jesus was no 
churchman. Yet, in the hearts of all these characters, there was that deep, that 
powerful, that vitalizing sense of spirituality, that absolute feeling of direct 
communion with God that transcends all externalities. In this sense, Abraham 
Lincoln was an intensely religious soul. He believed, and that is his other legacy 
to us, that real religion is spirituality in action, that divine service is service 
to humanity, and we are learning that lesson as we never learned it before. 
You are familiar with Churchill’s novel, The Inside of the Cup. And you recall 
the description of the church pillars. In Buffalo, as in New York, you will find 
many church pillars. Pillars are made of stone, and often the human pillars of 
churches are stony-hearted who lend grace and social status, but no soul and 
service. They are not religious men. They are not like Lincoln, whose creed 
was not an oppressive chain around his neck, a contracting gyve around his 
heart, but whose religion was an open sesame to humanity. And how he loved 
humanity. “God surely loved the common people, he made so many of them” 
was one of his familiar sayings. And the religion of democracy, learning its 
lesson and gaining its inspiration from Lincoln, is none other than the religion 
without hate and prejudice, that will not cause a tear to flow, but will brush 
it off the cheek of sorrow and suffering and pain. You may call this religion 
Judaism. You may name it Christianity. It matters not. Lincoln was so big that 
every creed claims him. In his soul, there burned the divine essentials that 
make all religions glow. We would honor Lincoln’s memory? Let us emulate 
him in his idealism. It warmed the souls of millions. We would twine a literary 
laurel wreath about his name? Remember that in his heart there blossomed the 
finest flowers that diffused their sweet aroma across a continent and caused 
stifling, stumbling humanity to inhale a whiff of that which strengthens and 
uplifts. 

With a single verbal alteration, let my final word be a paragraph from 
Lincoln’s eulogy of Washington. “On that name no eulogy is expected. It can- 
not be. To add brightness to the sun, or glory to the name of Lincoln is alike 
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impossible. Let none attempt it. In solemn awe pronounce the name and in its 
naked, deathless splendor leave it shining on!”5! 


8. LINCOLN’S RELIGION IS MY RELIGION 


Ferdinand M. Isserman (1898-1972), born in Antwerp, Belgium, was ordained at the 
Hebrew Union College in Cincinnati in 1922. His first served as assistant rabbi at Rodeph 
Shalom Congregation in Philadelphia. In 1925, Isserman became the senior rabbi of To- 
ronto’s Holy Blossom Temple, and in 1929 he assumed the pulpit of Temple Israel in St. 
Louis, where he remained for the rest of his career. 

Isserman earned a national reputation for his many Jewish, civic, and political ac- 
tivities. He was a highly regarded orator, and his weekly radio program in St. Louis made 
him a prominent regional voice throughout the Midwest for more than thirty years. 

In this sermon, delivered on February 9, 1940, Rabbi Isserman told his listeners that 
“Lincoln’s religion” was actually their religion. He asserted his belief that Lincoln’s spiri- 
tual values were actually one and the same with what he regarded as the essential core of 
Judaism’s message: universalism. Isserman was deeply committed to Reform Judaism’s 
emphasis on a “prophetic Judaism,” which stressed the values to which all moral people 
subscribe—and which was none other than Abraham Lincoln’s religion. 

Isserman concluded his oration by calling on his listeners to preserve Lincoln's reli- 
gion, namely, Judaism, “not merely for ourselves but for the Lincolns of the future who 
will bring to mankind the emancipation that it needs.” 


The Religion of Lincoln and the Religion of the Synagogue 


Abraham Lincoln was not opposed to organized religion nor was he even 
opposed to denominationalism. He merely could find no organized church, 
no denomination which would admit him to its fold without any mental reser- 
vations. This he made quite clear in a historic utterance[:] “When any church,” 
he said, “will inscribe over its altar as its sole qualification for membership 
“Thou shalt love the Lord thy God with all thy heart and all thy soul and all 
thy might, and love thy neighbor as thyself’ that church will I join with all my 
heart and all my soul.” This statement of Lincoln’s is based directly on a passage 
in the New Testament in the Gospel of Matthew (chapter 22, vs. 36[-37]).... 
Similarly the verse “Thou shalt love thy neighbor as thyself” is found in 
that great section on holiness in the 19th chapter of the Book of Leviticus which 
opened with the magnificent words, “Ye shall be holy, for the Lord your God 
is holy.” It then proceeds to define holiness, for in ancient as in modern days, 
men who sought the religious way of life, to whom immediate revelation with 
God was denied, were anxious to know what the most sensitive men, the great 
religious teachers, believed man must do to be holy to approach God. The 19th 
chapter of Leviticus gives the answer. The holy man must leave the corner of the 
field for the poor. To be holy men must not curse the deaf nor put a stumbling 
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block in the path of the blind. To be holy every man must revere his parents nor 
must he steal, nor swear falsely nor oppress his neighbor nor be a tale bearer 
nor must he hate his brother or cherish vengeance or bear any grudge but he 
must love his neighbor as himself. This is the heart of the golden rule, “Love 
thy neighbor as thyself.” .. . 

Huxley the great scientist said that the religion to which he could subscribe 
was the religion of the prophets of Israel. Abraham Lincoln, American's great 
prophet, said that his religion could be summed up in the verses Love the Lord 
thy God with all thy heart and all thy soul and thy neighbor as thyself.>* These 
men [were] stalwarts of the 19th century, leaders of the caravan of mankind, 
blazers of new trails, who yearned for religion[.] [T]hey yearned for the religion 
of the synagogue, its monotheism, its conception of God, its emphasis on ethical 
relationships. That is our religion. It is true that at times ritual and ceremony[—] 
devised to perpetuate that religion[—]have obscured it, but invariably there have 
risen within the synagogue new spirits who have brushed away the cobwebs of 
institutionalism and have revealed the pristine beauty of Israel’s faith. Love the 
Lord thy God with all thy heart, with all thy soul and love thy neighbor as thyself. 
That is the religion our fathers have proclaimed throughout the ages. That is the 
religion for which they lived and for which they died. That is the religion for which 
they bore persecution. That is the religion which inspired Abraham Lincoln to 
free four million men and gave him the spirit of sacrifice, the heroic temper, the 
love for mercy which made human immortal spirit. That religion is your religion. 
It is my religion . . . that we must preserve not merely for ourselves but for the 
Lincolns of the future who will bring to mankind the emancipation that it needs. 


LINCOLN CENTENNIAL SERMONS 





9. CITYWIDE CEREMONY MARKING THE LINCOLN CENTENNIAL HELD AT TEMPLE 


Many of the ceremonies marking the 100th anniversary of Lincoln’s birth reflected a univer- 
sal spirit as ifto honor Lincoln’s own commitment to equality. In many cities, the general 
community filed into Jewish institutions to participate in Lincoln centennial programs. 
Such was the case in Pittsburgh, where an elaborate commemoration of Lincoln's centen- 
nial was held at Temple Rodeph Shalom in February 1909. 

Pittsburgh’s Jewish newspaper, the Jewish Criterion, described the event and repro- 
duced the order of the evening’s program. Of all the speakers, the Criterion gave highest 
praise to the Episcopal priest, Dr. J. Everist Cathell (d. 1913), who delivered a “hypnotizing” 
lecture on Lincoln's life. 


Lincoln Services at the Temple 
TUESDAY EVENING—DR. CATHELL’S LECTURE 


We feel sorry for those subscribers to the Temple Course who failed to at- 
tend the lecture of Dr. J. Everist Cathell on “Abraham Lincoln,” on Tuesday 
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evening. There have been men of fame on that platform but it is safe to say 
that no man ever commanded his audience as completely as did Dr. Cathell. 
[Henry] Watterson and [Jonathan P.] Dolliver and Ward and Mrs. [Agnes] 
Booth and Gov. [Robert B.] Glenn and all the other eminent public speakers 
have interested and thrilled our audiences, but it was left to J. Everist Cathell to 
hypnotize them by his remarkably dramatic and soul-stirring story of Abraham 
Lincoln. Representatives of the various lecture bureaus located in different 
parts of the country were of one opinion that the story of Lincoln had never 
been so graphically or so sympathetically interpreted. It was a revelation to 
the audience. This man, whose name was not even known to the majority pre- 
sent, who had not been heralded in flambouyant [sic] style, came quietly and 
unassumingly and completely captured one of the most critical audiences after 
he had been speaking five minutes. For two hours and five minutes Lincoln 
the boy, the man, the lawyer, the debator, the slave fighter, the President, the 
emancipator, the ruling genius of the American people were presented to us 
in a manner that invited laughter and tears. 

Dr. Cathell has the dramatic instinct highly developed and he has the me- 
chanics of public speaking developed to a high degree, and these qualifications, 
coupled with a beautiful speaking voice, made him master of the audience. 

He threw many sidelights on incidents in connection with Lincoln’s public 
life heretofore unknown. And the most interesting and dramatic feature of the 
entire lecture was the story of his first visit to Mr. Lincoln at the White House. 
When he had finished everyone was visibly affected by the new light that had 
been thrown upon the character of the great and good man. 

It would be useless to attempt to give even an outline of the lecture. 

Only Dr. Cathell’s personality and eloquence could lend it the proper 
charm and interest. 

We are happy to have heard this man and count it a rare privilege. In his 
statement we know that every one who heard the matchless address on Tuesday 
evening will heartily concur. 

Dr. J. Everist Cathell has the right to take the foremost rank on the Amer- 
ican platform. 


THURSDAY AFTERNOON—SISTERHOOD GIVES EXCELLENT PROGRAM 


The Sisterhood of Rodeph Shalom gave one of the most interesting Lincoln 
programs of the week. Invitations had been extended to all the women of the 
city and a great throng was present. The rooms were appropriately decorated. 
Mrs. Josiah Cohen,*‘ the president, presided and opened the meeting with a 
few well chosen remarks, speaking of the great occasion which provoked such 
inspiring gathering. She was delighted to note the representative character 
of the assemblage which had gathered to pay homage to the memory of the 
immortal American. She added that this celebration was in part given over to 
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the hundredth anniversary of the birth of the great Mendelssohn and that the 
musical program had been arranged with that in view. 

The playing of Mr. Edward Tak,® the famous Concert-meister of the Pitts- 
burg[h] Orchestra sustained the unusually high reputation enjoyed by this 
wizard of the violin. The large audience was wildly enthusiastic over his mar- 
velous playing and again and again he was compelled to bow to the plaudits 
of his hearers. The accompanist, Mr. Carl Bernthaler,>* needs no encomiums 
at our hand; his pos|i]tion as a musical artist of the first degree is too well es- 
tablished. The oration on Lincoln by the Rev. Dr. Alfred C. Dieffenbach*’ was 
a masterly one. Dr. Dieffenbach has all the requirements of the orator, mind, 
voice and presence, and from start to finish he held completely the attention of 
the audience as he sympathetically depicted the wonderful character and work 
of Lincoln. He shed new light on many phases of Lincoln’s life and when he 
had concluded his hearers felt that they knew Lincoln better than ever before. 


10. HE PLEADED THE LAW OF JUSTICE AND THE GOSPEL OF LIBERTY 


On February 7, 1909, Rabbi J. Leonard Levy (1865-1917) of Congregation Rodeph Shalom 
in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, delivered a centennial birthday sermon titled “Abraham 
Lincoln’s Religion.” According to Levy, Abraham Lincoln was a religious man, though he 
was neither a believing nor a professing Christian. The following excerpts express Levy’s 
assertion that Lincoln was too “broad” or “universal” a soul to have been limited by any 
one particular religious creed. Remarkably, the rabbi compared Lincoln to Jesus; both 
men were great souls and chosen of God, both were misunderstood and undervalued 
during their lifetimes, and both, after meeting their ends, “arose again” to life immortal. 


Abraham Lincoln’s Religion 


He kept the Ten Commandments and realized the Nine Beatitudes. He was 
great in his goodness. 

There is none perfect but God, and Lincoln was not God. He was supremely 
human, but intensely noble. His was a deeply religious soul. Weighed by human 
creeds he may be found wanting, but tested by the qualities dear to God, he 
was one of His chosen. Rejected by sectarian dogmatists, he was, nevertheless, 
acceptable to the Father of all. Doomed by Articles of Faith, he was saved by 
the possession of the “clean hands and the pure heart,” which entitle their 
owner to “abide in the hill of the Lord and to dwell in His tabernacle.”*? The 
opinions of a bitter and bigoted past, which he could not accept, would cast 
him out from the eternal justice of God, but he felt secure in the Divine Love. 
He knew that the Divine will is righteousness and that God accepts all who 
seek Him with all their heart and soul. 

If I hold that Lincoln was religious in the best sense of the term, it is 
because we must differentiate between theology, creed, dogma and religion. 
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For, what is religion? It is the consciousness of God’s overruling Presence, 
and the performance of duty as done unto Him in His sight. There are many 
who overburden, who overload religion with ritual and ceremony, as there are 
many who would have us believe that religion is to be gauged by creeds and 
Confessions of Faith. Religion bears reference to what a man is, rather than 
to what a man says he believes. It is the recognition of the immediate, and 
personal accountability of man to his Maker. Of this the test cannot be the 
creed, but the life. Religion is a sentiment, deep, holy, all-encompassing, but a 
sentiment nevertheless; and like every other sentiment it can only be estimated 
by the life it inspires, by the personality it produces. Let a man be possessed 
of never so finely-woven a chain of creedal statements; let him hold the most 
deftly constructed Confession; let him cry aloud with never so earnest a voice, 
Credo, Credo, “T believe, I believe”; I, nevertheless, hold that conduct and not 
creed is the measure of religion. 
The following lines express my own view, and I think, yours also: 


"Tis not by prayers loud and long, 
By contrite beating of the breast, 

By psalm, by hymn, by sacred song, 
God’s name most truthfully is blest. 


Tis not by ceremonies vain, 

By antique creed, by ancient rite, 

By customs, which your souls disdain, 
You worship God, the Lord of Right. 


But when you aid the righteous meek, 
Bring light unto the darkened mind, 
Support the falling, help the weak, 
You praise the Lord of all mankind. 


Love mercy, practice justice true! 
Strive e’er to make injustice fall! 
Assist thy fellow-man, and you 
Will worship God, the Lord of all.©° 


If in these words we find an interpretation, however weak, of the spirit of 
Israel’s Prophets; if they represent, however feebly, the point of view of Isaiah 
and Micah, and later worthies of the House of Israel; who shall say that Lincoln 
was not religious? His, too, was a religion of simplicity. “Whenever a church 
will write over its doors, “Thou shalt love the Lord thy God with all thy heart 
and soul and mind and might, and “Thou shalt love thy neighbor as thyself, 
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and impose no other qualifications for membership, that church will I join.” 
In words, such as these, Lincoln asserted the faith that was in him. One whose 
words bear authority to hundreds of millions of men said that these are the 
two greatest commandments, as they were always recognized to be in Israel 
whose prophet wrote them. 

But Lincoln, though religious, was not a believing and confessing Chris- 
tian. He was not a member ofa church. Many say that, on this account, he was 
not religious, and that he is not among “the saved.” Some of the noblest souls 
who ever lived were too broad for the narrow limits of many a church. Some of 
the crudest, and most unscrupulous of men have been church-members, found- 
ers or endowers of churches. I, for one, will take my chances in the after-life 
with Abraham Lincoln, rather than with Charles IX of France, or Charles I 
of England, or Tomas Torquemada of Spain. The God who will accept these 
and cast him out of eternal life is one for whom I have naught but contempt. I 
shall trust myself to the God Lincoln loved, with much more confidence than 
the god of recreant kings and persecuting ecclesiastics. 

... Lincoln’s religion was devoid of formalism and ritualism; it was free 
from soul-cramping dogmatism; it was untainted by bigotry. It was a high 
expression of those fundamental virtues, those basic qualities that mark the 
highest manhood. It was expressed by honesty, sincerity, patriotism, malice 
toward none and charity for all. It was a universal creed, the noble expression 
of his universal goodness. 

... Like a Moses, Lincoln cried, “Send away the people that they may 
be free,” for upon his ear there fell the sound of the taskmaster’s lash and 
the hissing of the whip. He led the turbulent people to the foot of a Sinai of 
duty, and he read to them the law of right and truth. He wandered with them 
through a wilderness of trial; before him went the pillar of cloud, difficulty, 
and the pillar of light, faith. He provided his people with manna, the heavenly 
manna of service. He drank the waters of Marah, and from the flinty rocks 
of callous hearts and out of the selfishness of brutalized masses, he made the 
waters of sympathy to flow. He spoke face to face with God. He reached his 
Nebo. For a few days, he looked over into the Promised Land, and then God 
gave His beloved sleep. 

Like a Jesus, he was born in a manger. There were no angels, however, to 
announce his birth, but with his coming, there was the assurance of peace on 
earth and good-will toward men, as well as glory to God in the highest. He 
was born in poverty, and of him the doubting Nathaniels said, “Can there any 
good thing come out of Kentucky?” He saw the cause of the downtrodden and 
the oppressed, and he lived to make men noble, and died to make them free. 
He pleaded for the law of justice and the gospel of liberty. God called him to 
be a witness to the truth. The plain people loved him. They heard him gladly. 
They cried before him, “Master.” They accepted him as leader. They, however, 
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placed upon his head the crown of thorns and surrounded him with the halo of 
martyrdom, because he drove the traffickers in human flesh out of the Temple 
of the Lord, and scourged with his bitter indignation the money-changers who 
dealt in human souls. He passed through the Gethsemane of trial. He prayed, 
“O that this bitter cup might pass away, but if it be Thy will, O Father, Thy will, 
not mine be done.”¢! He met his end on a Calvary, crucified as the truly great 
have so often been. 
Buried, he arose again, and he has since become a spirit immortal. 


11. THE PERSONIFICATION OF THE AMERICAN NATION 


Edward A. Fischkin (1871-1951), a physician, essayist, and Jewish educator, delivered the 
main address at the Lincoln Centennial Celebration of the Chicago Hebrew Institute on 
February 11, 1909. He told his listeners that American Jews identify with the “ 
character of Lincoln.” In the excerpts that follow, Fischkin declares that Lincoln’s love of 
liberty and his commitment to social equality enabled Jews to “glory in... this nation 
for its personification of Jewish ideals.” It was in America, Fischkin asserts, that Jewish 
people could earnestly dedicate themselves both to the welfare of their country and to 
their religion. The love of freedom and the respect for the power of the mind were values 
that Lincoln and the Jews had in common. Fischkin concluded his oration by yoking these 
two ideals together in an almost paroxysmal paean to Reason. 


lorious 


Lincoln and the Jewish Spirit 


What I intend this evening is to determine our own relation to this national 
celebration, to ascertain our place at this festival of the American nation. We 
are part and parcel of this great nation. The joy of this country is our joy, the 
pride of the nation is our pride. But we are assembled here this evening not 
only as Americans, but as American Jews. Not only as patriots, but as patriotic 
units in this great family of races and nationalities. What is our relation to the 
glorious character of Lincoln, what is our claim to his fame, what our influence 
on the formation of his great personality? 

... For if there is any congeniality between the soul of a people and the 
character of a person, it is the striking similarity between the ideals and aspi- 
rations of the Jewish people and those of Abraham Lincoln, it is the feelings, 
thoughts, and instincts of our people embodied in the personality of this Amer- 
ican hero. It is the intellectual affinity of the soul, the “Wahlverwandtschaft 
der Seelen,” which makes the memory of Lincoln adorable and sacred to us 
as Jews.... 

What are Jewish ideals? What is the essence of our national soul? What 
the moving principle of our long historic life? History gives but one answer 
to these questions: our religion, and it gives but one interpretation to our 
religion: liberty—liberty and human dignity. Liberty and human dignity are 
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the only ideals which have filled our soul, the only traits which have marked 
our character, the only motives which have made our history, the only features 
which have characterized our religion. Judaism and liberty are synonymous. 
Mosaism and human dignity are equivalent. The Decalogue is the basis of every 
declaration of the rights of men that has ever been made, and the preface to 
the Ten Commandments explicitly states that the reason why Israel shall obey 
them is that it made them free. “You shall not be slaves” is the refrain to every 
commandment and to every precept given in the Bible. Anti-slavery is the living 
ideal, the moving spirit, the essence of the Thora; it is a principle, an instinct, 
a primal energy which has given cause and meaning to every prescription of 
the Old Testament: be it the rest of the Sabbath, the joy of festivals, the care of 
the needy or the love for the stranger... . 

Without liberty, and equality and the pursuit of happiness for all men, 
America had no attraction for him. “When the know-nothings get control,” 
wrote he in a letter, “it will read, ‘All men are created equal, except negroes and 
foreigners and Catholics.’ ... When it comes to this I shall prefer emigrating 
to some country where they make no pretense of loving liberty—Russia for 
instance, where despotism can be taken pure and without the base alloy of 
hypocrisy.” ... 

His ideal of political equality incorporated also the Jewish ideal of social 
equality. Social justice was for him the basis of a society of equals. “That is 
the real issue,” was his expression, debating with Douglas at Alton, Illinois, 
in 1858. “It is the eternal struggle between these two principles—right and 
wrong—throughout the world.” ... 

This, ladies and gentlemen, are the traits in Lincoln’s character, which 
make his memory venerable and sacred to us, not only as Americans, but 
as Jews... . In today’s celebration, we not only pay tribute to Lincoln as the 
personification of the American nation, but we glory in our belonging to this 
nation for its personification of Jewish ideals. This celebration is not only the 
expression of our American patriotism, but is also the reverberation of accu- 
mulated impulses of our Jewish soul. For this is the nation that has built its 
institutions on the principles of the Old Testament. For this is the land where 
the lofty sacred Jewish ideals of liberty became the heritage of the people. We 
celebrate the glorious work of a great American patriot, who sealed his faith 
in free institutions in his blood and who left us the sacred heritage of liberty 
and of the free and undisturbed pursuit of our own happiness, but we pay here 
tribute also to our own glorious past, to the spirit of Israel which revived in 
this land of liberty. . .. 

Let our adherence to our glorious past be combined with the adhesion to 
our American future. Let the love of American institutions be nourished by 
the love of Jewish ideals. Let us devote ourselves to the sacred task of keeping 
alive the identity of these two ideals, that the vision of the greatest visionary 
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shall become realized, that the emancipator’s dream of political freedom shall 
become an actuality, which he expressed in the inimitable, beautiful words: 
“And what a noble ally this to the cause of political freedom; with such an aid 
its march cannot fail to be on and on, till every son of earth shall drink in rich 
fruition the sorrow-quenching draughts of perfect liberty. Happy day when— 
all appetites controlled, all poisons subdued, all matter subjected—mind, all 
conquering mind, shall live and move, the monarch of the world. Glorious 
Consummation! Hail, fall of fury! Reign of reason, all hail!” 


12. THE PERSONIFICATION OF JEWISH VALUES 


‘The towering rabbinic scholar Solomon Schechter (1847-1915) adulated Lincoln even before 
he immigrated to America. On February 12, 1909, Dr. Schechter delivered an address in 
commemoration of the centennial anniversary of Lincoln’s birth to an audience at the 
Jewish Theological Seminary in New York. Schechter informed his listeners that during 
his childhood, President Lincoln seemed to him to be the modern-day embodiment of the 
great Jewish sage and scholar Hillel. While other children studied Lincoln as an American 
statesman, Schechter “was always studying [Lincoln] from the viewpoint of the student 
of Jewish literature.” In doing so, this distinguished president of a rabbinical seminary 
delivered a learned discourse that insisted that for the throngs of Jewish immigrants, 
“Lincoln, his life, his history, his character, his entire personality, with all its wondrous 
charm and grace, its sobriety, patience, and self-abnegation and sweetness, has come to 
be the very prototype of a rising humanity.”°4 


Abraham Lincoln 


It may perhaps not be entirely uninteresting to listen to one whose first acquain- 
tance with Lincoln was made in far-distant Roumania through the medium of 
Hebrew newspapers some forty-five years ago. There Lincoln was described as 
originally a wood-chopper (prose for “rail-splitter”), which fired the imagina- 
tion of the boy to recognize in the President of the United States, a new Hillel, 
for legend described the latter as having been engaged in the same occupation 
before he was called by the people to the dignity of Patriarch, or President of 
the Sanhedrin. Years have come and years have gone, and the imagination of 
the boy was in many respects corrected by the reading of serious books bearing 
on the history of the United States, and particularly on that of the Civil War. 
But this in no way diminished his admiration for his hero, Abraham Lincoln, 
whom he was always studying, from the viewpoint of the student of Jewish 
literature; a literature which, in spite of its eastern origin, affords so much in 
the way of parallel and simile to the elucidation of many a feature in the story 
of the great Westerner of Westerners. 

... The greatest human and at the same time religious document, however, 
left us by Lincoln, for which history hardly affords any model, except perhaps 
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that of the Scriptures is, as is well known, his Second Inaugural: ““The Almighty 
has His own purpose. Woe unto the world because of offenses; for it must needs 
be that offenses come; but woe to that man by whom the offense cometh.’® If 
we shall suppose that American slavery is one of those offenses which, in the 
providence of God must needs come, but which, having continued through 
his appointed time, he now wills to remove, and that he gives to both North 
and South this terrible war as the woe due to those by whom the offense came, 
shall we discern therein any departure from the divine attributes which the 
believers in a living God always ascribe to him? Fondly do we hope—fervently 
do we pray—that this mighty scourge of war may speedily pass away. Yet, if 
God wills that it continue until all the wealth piled by the bondsman’s two 
hundred and fifty years of unrequited toil shall be sunk, and until every drop 
of blood drawn with the lash shall be paid by another drawn with the sword, 
as was said three thousand years ago, so still it must be said: “The Judgments 
of the Lord are true and righteous altogether.’ 

When reading the lines just given, one can hardly believe that they formed 
a part of a message addressed in the nineteenth century to an assembly com- 
posed largely of men of affairs and representatives of a special political party, 
surrounded by all the pomp and paraphernalia of one of the greatest legislative 
bodies the world had ever seen. One rather imagines himself transported into a 
camp of contrite sinners determined to leave the world and its vanities behind 
them, possessed of no other thought but that of reconciliation with their God, 
and addressed by their leader when about to set out on a course of penance. 
Indeed, how little the religious sentiments manifest in this document echoed 
those of either party is evident from a letter of Lincoln to Thurlow Weed, with 
reference to the Second Inaugural: “. .. I believe it is not immediately popular. 
Men are not flattered by being shown that there has been a difference of purpose 
between the Almighty and them. To deny it, however, in this case, is to deny 
that there is a God governing the world. It is a truth which I thought needed 
to be told, and, as whatever of humiliation there is in it falls most directly on 
myself, I thought others might afford for me to tell it.” To take upon one’s self 
the burden of humiliation in which a whole nation should share, is another 
feature of religious mysticism which realizes in the sphere of morality the unity 
of humanity and in the realm of history the union of the nation, so that it does 
not hesitate to suffer and to atone for the sins of the generation. 

Nothing is more congenial to the student of Jewish literature than these 
ingredients in Lincoln’s mental make-up which found their expression in his 
stories, his repartee, his wit and sarcasm, in all of which he was such a con- 
summate master. In this literature, the “mashal” (comparison) or “maaseh” 
(story) are the most prominent. They were mostly used by way of illustration. 
The use of the “mashal” (or comparison) in particular, is illustrated by the 
Rabbis by another “mashal,” comparing it to the handle which enables people 


263 


MEMORIALIZING AND JUDAIZING LINCOLN 


to take hold of a thing or subject. Occasionally, it forms the introduction to 
the most solemn discourse. Thus it is recorded of a famous Rabbi that before 
he commenced his lectures on points of law before his disciples, he would 
first tell them something humorous to make them laugh, and then, resuming 
his natural self, commenced in solemn frame of mind his discourse. I need 
hardly remind you here of the well-known tradition in connection with the 
President’s first reading of the Emancipation Proclamation to the members 
of his cabinet (September 22, 1862). They met in his office at the White House, 
and then took their seats in the usual order. Lincoln then took Artemus Ward’s 
book, and read from it the chapter, “High-Handed Outrage at Utica,” which he 
thought very funny, and enjoyed the reading of it greatly, while the members 
of the cabinet, except Stanton, laughed with him. Then he fell into a grave 
tone and began the discussion preceding the perusal of this great historical 
and momentous document. 

To give another example: When the Rabbi wanted to impress his audience 
with the evil consequences of intemperance, he would say, “Story: Once upona 
time there was a pious man whose father was addicted to strong drink, which 
brought great shame upon him. On one occasion, the pious man walked in 
the street in a pouring rain, when he perceived a drunken man lying in the 
gutter and exposed to the abuse of the street urchins, who made sport of him. 
He thereupon thought in his heart, ‘I will induce father to come here to show 
him the humiliation he brings upon himself by his dissipation. The father 
came, but the first thing he did was to ask the drunken man for the address of 
the inn where such good wine was sold.”67 


13. THE REALIZATION OF THE TRUE SPIRIT OF JUDAISM 


On February 11, 1909, the New York Times proudly declared: “The Whole City to Join in 
Honoring Lincoln.” Indeed, in the New York metropolitan area, more than 600 meetings 
and events had been planned for the upcoming twenty-four hour period.® At one of these 
events, the future president of Yeshiva University, Rabbi Bernard Revel (1885-1940), deliv- 
ered a centennial oration. Revel, who was in the process of completing his doctoral studies 
at New York University and Dropsie College, lavishly extolled Lincoln as a modern-day 
prophet who possessed the embodiment of the Jewish spirit. For most Americans, Lincoln 
was “the first typical American,” but for Revel, Lincoln should “more justly be said to 
represent the summation of all the noblest qualities of Judaism.” 
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Lincoln and the Jewish Spirit 


Imbued with deep religious feeling and belief in the strength of truth and 
justice, armed with the Bible, “the Great Book,” as he believed, that “God has 
given to man where all the truth of the saviour of the world is communicated,” 
and having for his motto, “Let us have faith that right makes might, and in that 
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faith as to the end dare to do our duty,” he relied upon the assistance of Divine 
Providence, and during all his life the Lord, our God, was with him as he was 
with Washington, the Moses of the Union. Through him God emancipated, not 
only the millions of slaves, but freed the nation as well. Like Joshua, Lincoln 
lived to see the cause of the nation triumph, to behold the Union victorious 
and peace and tranquility prevailing in the land. With pride he carried the 
flag of the people, whom he emancipated and the Union which he saved, until 
his day of martyrdom. 

In the war which Lincoln proclaimed for “Union and Freedom” the Jews 
were in the front ranks. For they, more than any other nation, had felt the 
scourge of the task-master and knew the heart of the oppressed. The history 
of the Jews is one long tragedy of personal sacrifice and heroism, and it is no 
wonder, therefore, that they were the first to re-echo the cry of abolition and 
respond to Lincoln’s call. During that dark and trying time they took an active 
part in arousing the sentiments of the people, and throughout the country, 
North and South, the earnestness of the Jewish character found expression in 
their devotion to the Union cause. The first official call to organize the aboli- 
tion movement was signed by four Jews and one gentile, and Jewish editors, 
writers, rabbis, preachers and men of affairs united in sowing the seeds of 
liberty. With their blood also the Jews of this country rushed to support the 
cause of the Union. At the outbreak of the Civil War the number of Jews in this 
country was less than 150,000. Out of these New York alone furnished 1,996 
Jewish soldiers, among them being five brothers from a single family, as well 
as Col. S. Levy and his three sons. Pennsylvania furnished 527 soldiers, and 
among their number were the three brothers Emanuel. Moreover, in Lincoln 
himself were fused all the essential elements of Judaism. If he can justly be 
called the first typical American he can more justly be said to represent the 
summation of all the noblest qualities of Judaism. 

... Lincoln combined the gentlest feeling of the heart with a rigid sense 
of duty and the perseverance necessary to fulfill that duty. He possessed spir- 
itual insight, moral conviction, solid resolution, undying courage and faith 
and hope unfailing. He lived in the spirit. God was to him an ever-present, 
ever-poignant influence. He sympathized with men in the plane of humanity 
and regarded them in the spirit of philosophy. His fundamental democracy, 
which was to him a matter more of instinct than of reason, his belief in man’s 
dignity, worth and moral nature gave him faith that on the whole and in the 
long run man will choose the good and reject the evil. He was convinced that 
every man should be his own master, should have the right to life, liberty 
and the pursuit of happiness. An ideal son of the author of the Declaration 
of Independence and the makers of the Constitution, he was imbued with a 
spirit of justice, without which freedom is of no avail and is destined to perish. 
Justice was indeed the breath of his life. Of all the American people, the most 
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humane of any people on earth, Lincoln was the most humane. His great heart 
throbbed with sympathy for all the unfortunate and shared the pain of every 
suffering being. 

These qualities, which are the brightest gems in the diadem of the great- 
est American, are they not of Jewish origin? If much of the best that is in the 
thought and tendencies of progressive life is due to Jewish inspiration, and if 
all the great social reformers of history have drawn their inspiration from the 
Jewish prophets, if the Bible is the vade mecum of the Pilgrim fathers from 
which they received their strength, their hopes and their sustenance, Lincoln 
was the realization of the true spirit of Judaism. Israel was the first democracy, 
its religion the first proclamation of freedom. In the very threshold of the Bible, 
the fatherhood of God, which results in the brotherhood of man, is proclaimed. 
The dignity of man is the basic conception of Israel’s religion. Freedom is to 
Israel the most sacramental word. It embodied freedom and justice in its com- 
monwealth. Freedom is the underlying motive of Israel’s prophecies, hopes, 
festivals and prayers. Throughout the ages Israel’s message to the world was 
that of freedom and righteousness. It was Judaism that first proclaimed human 
brotherhood. “Love ye the stranger.” It was the Jewish prophet, who, in all the 
stirring grandeur of indignant rage, cried out, “Have we not all one father? Has 
not one God created us all?”°? These were the principles for which Lincoln lived 
and died. And when the day will come and the American nation following its 
great prophet, Lincoln will become a model of justice, and through justice a 
pattern of peace to the world; when the American nation, led by the spirit of 
its great saviour and preserver, will add its share to the realization of the day 
which the Jewish prophet’s inward vision foresaw thousands of years ago; when 
there will be universal peace growing out of universal justice and the Amer- 
ican nation will show itself worthy of this, its greatest son, then the birthday 
of Lincoln will be the greatest holiday of a happy, progressive humanity and 
will represent a milestone in a new era of mankind’s history.” 
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“His Name Will Ever Be Green in Your Hearts”: 
Jews and the Cultural Preservation of Lincoln’s Legacy 


A we have seen, rabbis and Jewish leaders joined with their fellow citizens in eulo- 
gizing Lincoln after his assassination. Similarly, American Jews played an active 
role in the renaissance of interest in Lincoln’s life, which would ultimately lead to his 
virtual apotheosis toward the end of the nineteenth century and into the first decades 
of the twentieth century. During this time, American Jews not only celebrated Lincoln 
and his Jewish qualities through a wide range of oratorical and literary presentations but 
also produced a diverse array of fine arts that contributed to the overall national trend 
of memorializing and exalting Lincoln. Jews lauded Lincoln on canvas, in bronze, in 
music, in decorative arts, and in belles lettres. American Jews also actively participated 
in the growing interest in collecting, preserving, and studying Lincolniana, historical 
material relating to his life and legacy. 


Jewish Scholars of Lincoln 


In 1894, the publisher Samuel S. McClure (1857-1949) hired a talented reporter named Ida 
Tarbell (1857-1944) and directed her to find new material on Lincoln, who, in McClure’s 
opinion, was “the most vital factor in [American] life since the Civil War.”! Tarbell 
delivered what McClure ordered, and the American public gobbled up her interesting 
articles on Lincoln that appeared serially in McClure’s Magazine beginning in 1895. 
Tarbell’s initial research convinced her that McClure had led her to an excellent topic. 
She realized that there existed a large field of unharvested primary source material on 
Lincoln, and she decided to begin work on a new Lincoln biography. Tarbell depended 
on the help of research assistants and also the reading public, who enjoyed her serial- 
ized articles on Lincoln and volunteered to assist her. She collected a remarkable array 
of new data on Lincoln and published a fresh two-volume biography titled The Life of 
Abraham Lincoln: Drawn from Original Sources and Containing Many Speeches, Letters 
and Telegrams Hitherto Unpublished. 

An unassuming and somewhat phlegmatic Jewish newspaper editor named Isaac 
Markens became one of those who eagerly contributed to Tarbell’s research on Lincoln. 
Markens, a modest businessman and journalist, was a pioneering Lincoln enthusiast 
and the first Jewish researcher to study Lincoln’s relationship with American Jewry. As 
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a young man, Markens earned his living by working as a secretary and administrative 
assistant. He eventually became an editor for a number of newspapers in New York, 
including the New York Commercial Advertiser, the Mail and Express, and the New York 
Star. For many years, Markens was also a member of the New York Cotton Exchange.” 
During the early 1880s, while working as an editor for the Mail and Express, Markens 
prepared a series of essays titled “Hebrews in America.” The positive response of the 
paper’s readers spurred Markens’s interest in writing about the history of Jewish life in 
America. By 1888, he had expanded his newspaper series into a significant publication 
that became a pioneering comprehensive effort to chronicle the history of American 
Jewry: Hebrews in America: A Series of Historical and Biographical Sketches. Although 
Markens was not a scientifically trained historian, he, like Ida Tarbell, approached his 
research with the zeal of an investigative reporter. He delved deeply into published 
volumes, state records, and historical societies in order to find his data. To his credit, 
Markens also solicited numerous oral histories from prominent contemporaries. Not 
surprisingly, the oral memoirs he procured from men like Isaac M. Wise, Bernhard 
Felsenthal (1822-1908), Isaac P. Mendes (1854-1904), Benjamin F. Peixotto, Jacob Ezekiel 
(1812-99), and many others often include interesting and valuable historical information 
that would have been lost had it not been for Markens and his various publications. At 
this same time, a small but noteworthy number of university-trained scholars such as 
Cyrus Adler (1863-1940) and Jacob H. Hollander (1871-1940) joined together with inde- 
pendent researchers such as Leon Hthner (1871-1957) and Max J. Kohler (1871-1934) to 
collect and preserve documentary evidence relating to the history of Jewish life in Amer- 
ica as well. In 1892, a group of these scholars established the American Jewish Historical 
Society, and Markens participated in the work of the society from its earliest days.? 
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As Markens collected biographical material for his work on the history of American 
Jewry, he discovered that a number of Jews claimed to have had a personal relationship 
with Abraham Lincoln, including Dr. Abraham B. Arnold (1820-1904), Leopold J. Blu- 
menberg, Abram J. Dittenhoefer, Henry Greenebaum, Marcus Otterbourg, and Simon 
Wolf. According to Markens’s contemporaries, the information he uncovered while 
researching his volume on American Jewish history stimulated his interest in gathering 
material for a full-scale monograph on Lincoln and the Jews. It is likely, in fact, that 
Markens shared many of his discoveries with Ida Tarbell, as the two investigative re- 
porters were conducting research on Lincoln at the very same time. By the dawn of the 
twentieth century, Markens had amassed an impressive collection of primary source 
material relating to Lincoln and the Jews.4 

As was his investigative custom, Markens corresponded with a wide variety of 
individuals who seemed likely to possess valuable source material on Lincoln’s life, 
including Robert Todd Lincoln (1843-1926), John Hay, and Helen Nicolay (the daughter 
of Lincoln’s personal secretary, John Nicolay). Although Robert Lincoln’s early commu- 
nications with Markens offered the researcher little hope for meaningful cooperation, 
the persistent Markens managed to win the reclusive Robert’s confidence. The two men 
developed a remarkable correspondence that lasted more than two decades.° 

The Markens/Lincoln correspondence sheds a great deal of light on the notoriously 
private Robert, who overcame his usual reticence, responded patiently to Markens’s 
numerous queries, and helped him with his research. Scholars have relied on the 
Markens-Lincoln correspondence to unravel some interesting archival mysteries re- 
garding a few famous Lincoln documents. In 1915, for example, Markens informed 
Lincoln that he had located the missing “original manuscript” of the Gettysburg Ad- 
dress. Eventually, Markens’s ongoing communication with Lincoln resulted in bringing 
that valuable document into the holdings of the Library of Congress. In 1917, Markens 
posed a number of questions to Robert concerning a letter that Abraham Lincoln had 
written to a widow named Bixby in 1864. Mrs. Bixby had lost her five sons during the 
Civil War—all of them killed while fighting for the Union. Many had wondered whether 
the moving letter of consolation was written by Lincoln or by one of his secretaries. 
Robert’s response to Markens’s inquiry has frequently been used by scholars to confirm 
the authenticity of the Bixby letter.® 

Markens’s historical sleuthing seems to have impressed the only surviving son of 
the sixteenth president. In 1913, Robert wrote that he had read Markens’s volume on the 
Gettysburg Address titled Lincoln’s Masterpiece “with great pleasure,” and he praised 
the author for the “labor and zeal” that was evident in the final product. Emboldened 
by these compliments, Markens sent Lincoln his two earlier publications, which he 
again claimed to “read with interest.” As Markens began collecting material for what 
he hoped would be a major biography on Lincoln, he intensified his correspondence 
with Robert Lincoln.” 

Markens’s interest in American Jewish history and Lincoln naturally coalesced 
as the nation approached the centennial anniversary of Lincoln’s birth, February 12, 
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1909. As early as 1907, the Illinois State Assembly resolved to organize a massive com- 
memoration of the Lincoln Centennial, and similar celebrations took place throughout 
the country. As a contribution to the centennial commemorations, Markens wrote a 
lengthy monograph titled Abraham Lincoln and the Jews, which he published in 1909 
and, again, in a 1910 edition of the Publications of the American Jewish Historical Soci- 
ety. This monograph constituted the first attempt to reconstruct the nature of Lincoln’s 
relationship with American Jewry. 

In contrast to other Lincoln scholars who confessed their unending and adoring 
admiration for Lincoln’s humanity and his numerous accomplishments, Markens re- 
mained mostly detached in his study of Lincoln. He simply observed that despite the 
“vast amount of interesting material bearing upon [Lincoln’s] relations to the Jews,” no 
one had yet attempted to reconstruct the details of this history. Modestly describing 
himself as a “student of the great war President,” Markens suggested that the upcom- 
ing centennial anniversary of Lincoln’s birth provided him with a fitting occasion to 
provide readers with a history of American Jewry’s relationship with “the first of our 
countrymen to reach the lonely heights of immortal fame.” 

Those who admired his work insisted that Markens was a true lover of the Great 
Emancipator: “[Lincoln] was his passion, he was his hobby, he was his cloud by day and 
pillar of fire by night.” Trained as a newspaper correspondent, Markens sought out “old 
magazines, newspapers, conversations, interviews, and documents, all of which, together 
with the still surviving actors of the time, were quickly disappearing.” Markens was a 
tireless researcher who relished looking for the proverbial needle in the haystack. Be- 
cause many of the letters that Markens solicited from those who knew Lincoln seem now 
to be lost, Markens’s Abraham Lincoln and the Jews contains source materials that make 
the work an enduring and especially valuable printed resource filled with primary data.° 

After Abraham Lincoln and the Jews appeared, Markens published three additional 
studies on Lincoln: Why Lincoln Spared Three Lives (1911), President Lincoln and the Case 
of John Y. Beall (1911), and, to commemorate the fiftieth anniversary of the Gettysburg 
Address, Lincoln’s Masterpiece: A Review of the Gettysburg Address, New in Treatment 
and Matter (1913). Markens then began to work on what he hoped would be a major 
biographical study of Lincoln’s life.!° 

Markens’s historical contributions to the study of Lincoln have been largely over- 
looked by scholars. The importance of his efforts, however, did not escape the attention 
of a New York lawyer named Emanuel Hertz (1870-1940), who succeeded Markens in 
becoming one of the nation’s leading experts on Lincoln in the 1920s and 1930s. Like 
Markens, Hertz’s interest in Lincoln began with a scholarly exploration of Lincoln’s 
relationship with Jews but subsequently led him to become a major collector of Lincol- 
niana and a highly regarded authority on Lincoln’s life and career.” 

Hertz, the older brother of Rabbi Joseph H. Hertz (1872-1946), chief rabbi of Great 
Britain, immigrated to New York City from Austria in 1884. Like his brother, Hertz 
initially studied at the Jewish Theological Seminary. After completing his undergraduate 
studies at City College of New York in 1892, he earned a master’s degree from Columbia 
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University in 1894 and, the following year, upon completing a law degree at Columbia, 
became an attorney. Toward the end of 1923, Hertz’s synagogue, Washington Heights 
Congregation, invited him to deliver a speech the following February in commemoration 
of Lincoln’s birthday.!? He went to the public library to research his topic, and according 
to his own testimony, “from then on he gave all of his spare time to the accumulation 
of original material [on Lincoln].” 

In preparing to speak about Lincoln to the members of his synagogue, Hertz un- 
doubtedly examined a copy of Isaac Markens’s Abraham Lincoln and the Jews. The 
title itself certainly would have interested him. He was deeply involved in Jewish life, 
having served as the president of his synagogue, and, of course, the speech he was pre- 
paring would be given to a Jewish audience. The address Hertz produced suggested that 
one particular section of Markens’s monograph especially captured his imagination: 
“Demonstrations Following the Assassination.” Markens had chronicled the expressions 
of shock and grief that emanated from the Jewish community immediately following 
Lincoln’s tragic death. Although Markens’s examination of the sermons was far from 
exhaustive, Hertz made special mention in his address of the eulogies and synagogal 
memorial resolutions that Markens cited. 

It seems that Hertz’s inspiration for his first talk on Lincoln came from the memorial 
resolution that Philadelphia’s Mickve Israel adopted in the wake of Lincoln’s murder, in 
which they declared him “one of the best and purest presidents, who like the law-giver 
Moses, brought a nation to the verge of the haven of peace, and like him was not allowed 
to participate in its consummation.” The theme that Hertz selected for his first address 
was “Lincoln the Seer,” emphasizing that just as Moses led the children of Israel, so too 
did Lincoln lead the American nation. Moses and Lincoln, Hertz concluded, were both 
prophetic figures chosen by God to fulfill a divine mission.“ 

Hertz was inspired by Markens’s discoveries and admired his scholarly achieve- 
ments. When Markens died in 1928, Hertz lavishly praised the unassuming writer’s 
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conscientiousness: “[Markens] read more newspapers in his search for Lincoln material 
than any other man I ever met or heard of.” In particular, Hertz lauded Markens’s 
monograph on Lincoln and the Jews: 


Had it not been for his valuable brochure on “Lincoln and the Jews” in 
which he enumerates Lincoln’s Jewish friends some of the most valuable 
leads in that most neglected phase of Lincoln’s life would have been for- 
ever lost... . [N]o one spoke a word until Markens took up the task and 
demonstrated that we, the Jewish people, too, stood by the Union. . .. 
Markens compiled some of the more important events, when the Jewish 
soldier or private citizen came in contact with Lincoln—and demonstrated 
once again that Lincoln knew no distinction between creeds or classes—he 
was indeed Father Abraham to all who made up the great country whose 
destinies were in his strong but weary hands. 


In contrast to Markens, who left scant explanation for his interest in Lincoln and 
who maintained something of a scientific detachment regarding his Lincoln studies, 
Hertz literally deified the sixteenth president: “His greatest contemporaries shrink by 
comparison—and it was really an era of great men. He was, by universal consent, the 
first American, and was responsible for more epoch-making accomplishments in these 
four years than had ever been accomplished by another in any other preceding four 
years... . [His soul resides in] the celestial councils where were his kindred spirits of the 
ages: Hammurabi and Moses, Socrates and Solomon, Plato and Aristotle, Columbus, 
Galileo and Luther. .. . He stood before the celestial throne of his Maker!”!6 

The study of Lincoln intoxicated Hertz, and he zealously collected thousands of 
papers, letters, and documents relating to Lincoln’s life and career. “Lincoln is a mighty 
tree,” Hertz wrote, and “the shade he cast will endure as long as there is an American 
history.” In a few short years, Hertz had assembled one of the nation’s largest pri- 
vate collections of Lincolniana, and in 1931, he began publishing a series of newspaper 
articles, under the heading “New Light on Lincoln,” which were based on a massive 
number of previously unpublished letters and documents from state archives that he 
had uncovered and preserved. Hertz’s Lincoln collection became so large that he was 
able to donate 15,000 of his duplicate books to the Lincoln Memorial University near 
Knoxville, Tennessee, and subsequently, in 1927, he sold a portion of his collection at 
auction for $43,000. Hertz was widely acknowledged as one of the nation’s leading 
scholars on Lincoln, and in 1936, the Society of Lincoln Authors and Collectors elected 
him president and Ida Tarbell honorary president!” 

Although the primary focus of Hertz’s work was to reconstruct Lincoln’s entire 
career and personality on the basis of newly discovered documents, he never abandoned 
the intriguing discovery he made when he had first read Markens’s essay on Lincoln 
and the Jews. Hertz resolved to conduct a thoroughgoing search for Jewish eulogies on 
Lincoln, thereby enabling him to complete the task that Markens had begun decades 
earlier. Once Hertz discovered that collections of Lincoln eulogies delivered by Christian 
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preachers had already been published, he decided to do the same for the Lincoln eulogies 
and addresses that American Jews produced from 1865 forward.'8 

Using Markens’s list as a starting point, Hertz set out to find the texts of these 
eulogies and publish them in a documentary volume that would show that “rabbis and 
[Jewish] laymen contributed their share in the threnody of lament at [Lincoln’s] untimely 
taking off.” Hertz obsessively scoured local newspapers, private libraries, bookstores, 
and auction houses in search of Jewish eulogies on Lincoln. He also included in his 
publication about a dozen Lincoln sermons that were delivered on the centennial of 
Lincoln’s birth as well as those that were written up to the point when the book was 
being prepared. The result of this effort, Abraham Lincoln: The Tribute of the Synagogue, 
constitutes the largest documentary collection of American Jewish eulogies and ad- 
dresses on Lincoln ever published." 

It was during these same tumultuous decades that separated the two world wars— 
when Lincoln’s prestige and reputation reached its zenith in America memory—that a 
remarkable number of American Jews took an active role in the effort to preserve and 
promulgate Lincolniana and Lincolnology. The story of Chicago’s Abraham Lincoln 
Book Store and the concomitant proliferation of Civil War Round Table Societies il- 
lustrate this trend. 

In 1938, Ralph G. Newman (1911-98) established Chicago’s highly regarded Abraham 
Lincoln Book Store, which has become a prominent resource center for those seeking 
information on Lincoln and the Civil War era. Newman’s well-known establishment, 
at that time located in the building that housed the offices of the Chicago Daily News on 
LaSalle Street, began as a used bookstore in the early 1930s. At the time, two employees 
of the Chicago Daily News were writing books on Lincoln, Carl Sandburg (1878-1967) 
and Lloyd Lewis (1891-1949). Impressed by Newman’s remarkable ability to locate vol- 
umes they needed, Sandburg and Lewis urged Newman to abandon his general line 
of books and concentrate solely on books that dealt with Lincoln and the Civil War. 
By the early 1940s, the Abraham Lincoln Book Store in Chicago had attracted a loyal 
following of Lincoln experts and Civil War aficionados. Subsequently, these enthusiasts 
began organizing Civil War Round Table Societies wherein researchers, scholars, and 
amateur historians gathered to learn from one another. These societies multiplied, and 
today there are hundreds of branches throughout the nation.” 

In addition to Newman, a noteworthy number of Jewish researchers patronized 
the Abraham Lincoln Book Store and played a founding role in the Civil War Round 
Table Societies, including the lawyer and well-known civil rights activist Elmer Gertz 
(1906-2000) and the prominent industrial executive and chemist Otto Eisenschiml 
(1880-1963). Although they never consciously linked their interest in Lincoln and the 
Civil War to their Jewish roots, Newman, Gertz, and Eisenschiml—like so many oth- 
ers who were immigrants or children of immigrants—found Lincoln’s life and career 
an inspiration.”! The phenomenon of American Jewish interest in Lincolniana and 
Lincolnology continued in the last decades of the twentieth century with the scholarly 
contributions of Harold Holzer (b. 1949) and the Shapell Manuscript Foundation in 
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Los Angeles, an independent educational organization dedicated to collecting and 
researching original manuscripts and historical documents.?? 

In 1936, James G. Randall (1881-1953)—a professor of history at the University of 
Illinois in Champaign—published a paper he had delivered on Lincoln a few years earlier. 
Today, this essay is viewed as a watershed event in the historiography of Lincoln studies. 
In his paper, Randall insisted that although hundreds of books, articles, and essays on 
Lincoln had been written over the years, it would be a growing cadre of professionally 
trained historians that would be able to shed new light on Lincoln’s life and career.” 

Bertram Wallace Korn (1918-79) was one of the profusion of scholars and profes- 
sional historians who responded to Randall’s appeal. Korn, a pioneering American 
Jewish historian and a rabbi, was the leading disciple of the prodigious American Jewish 
historian Jacob Rader Marcus (1896-1995). Marcus was among the first American-born 
Jewish historians to use modern critical methodology in studying the history of Ameri- 
can Jewry. Korn studied with Marcus, and his research focused primarily on Jewish life 
in the South during the antebellum and Civil War periods. His first volume, American 
Jewry and the Civil War, based on his doctoral dissertation, included several meticulously 
documented chapters that uncovered new information on Lincoln’s relationship with 
American Jewry during that time. Korn’s painstaking research and his broad familiarity 
with secondary literature on Lincoln resulted in the first major interpretive analysis of 
Lincoln’s relationship with American Jewry.”4 

After identifying Lincoln’s numerous Jewish associates and detailing the crucial 
role Lincoln played in resolving both the chaplaincy controversy and the calamity 
provoked by Grant’s General Orders No. 11, Korn summarized his findings by asserting 
that “Lincoln had friendship in his heart for all men—foreign-born and native, Negro 
and White, Jew and Catholic and Protestant.” Korn’s carefully documented research 
proved that Lincoln happily associated with many Jewish citizens and called a few of 
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those individuals his friends. “A man with Lincoln’s broad understanding of human 
beings,” Korn concluded, “could not have been prejudiced against Jews at the first; 
meeting so many Jews only served to broaden his experience with them.”*5 


Brenner and the Lincoln Penny 


Victor David Brenner (1871-1924), the man who designed the famous Lincoln penny 
in 1909, constitutes a remarkable example of how easily the east European Jewish 
immigrant identified with Lincoln and advanced the conviction that Lincoln was the 
American spirit incarnate. Brenner, a Lithuanian Jew who immigrated to the United 
States in 1890, was a talented numismatist whose father taught him to engrave while 
yet living in Europe. After several years of economic struggle, Brenner gained recog- 
nition for his skill and began to receive lucrative commissions to design jewelry for 
silversmiths as well as a variety of commemorative medals. Once he established himself, 
Brenner moved to Paris in 1898 and apprenticed with the renowned French medalist 
Louis Oscar Roty (1846-1911). In 1902, Brenner returned to the United States and began 
his career. His Amerigo Vespucci medal of 1903 won him broad critical acclaim. In 
1908, President Theodore Roosevelt agreed to sit for Brenner so the artist could sketch 
his profile for a Panama medal. The timing of this sitting proved to be fortuitous for 
Brenner, because he would come into personal contact with the president at a very 
advantageous moment.?6 

Roosevelt’s fascination with Lincoln has been well documented. His father had been 
an acquaintance of Lincoln’s, and Roosevelt repeatedly recollected how he stood with 
his father in the streets of New York and watched as Lincoln’s funeral cortege passed 
by. Roosevelt kept a bust of Lincoln on his desk, and an engraving of Lincoln hung next 
to a portrait of his own father. Lincoln was Roosevelt’s beau ideal, and the fact that he 
nominated John Hay, Lincoln’s erstwhile private secretary, to serve as secretary of state 
in his administration underscored the Lincoln-Roosevelt association. In fact, the day 
before Roosevelt’s inauguration in 1905, Hay gave Roosevelt a Lincoln “mourning ring” 
which contained a lock of Lincoln’s hair. The gift thrilled Roosevelt, who wrote: “Surely 
no other president, on the eve of his inauguration, has received such a gift. . . . I shall 
think of it and you as I take the oath tomorrow.” As the centennial of Lincoln’s birth 
approached, Roosevelt and Hay took particular interest in the occasion.?’ 

The idea of marking the centennial of Lincoln’s birth by placing his image on U.S. 
currency seems to have been an outgrowth of Roosevelt’s interest in beautifying Amer- 
ican coinage in general. In 1905, Roosevelt contacted the famous American sculptor 
Augustus Saint-Gaudens (1848-1907) to discuss the idea of entirely redesigning Amer- 
ican currency. At the time, Saint-Gaudens was one of the most respected artists in the 
country, having earned widespread critical acclaim for his sculptures of Civil War heroes 
such as Admiral David Farragut, Generals William Tecumseh Sherman and John Logan, 
and Abraham Lincoln himself. Roosevelt gave Saint-Gaudens a commission to redesign 
American currency, but the only part of the project he completed prior to his death was 
his beautiful “double-eagle” design for the twenty-dollar gold piece. Saint-Gaudens’s 
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death in 1907 compelled Roosevelt to turn to other artists, and good fortune had placed 
Brenner in the president’s company at this very time.”® 

As Brenner sketched Roosevelt for the Panama medal, he had an opportunity to 
speak about a subject that was important to both men: Abraham Lincoln. Brenner, 
like many other immigrants, venerated Lincoln and viewed him as a source of hope 
and inspiration for American newcomers struggling to make this land their home. In 
1907, Brenner had created a medallion and an electrotyped plaque of Lincoln based on 
Mathew Brady’s (1822-96) daguerreotype of Lincoln. Showing his work to Roosevelt, 
Brenner suggested that the penny would be an appropriate coin for honoring Lin- 
coln. The penny, he noted, underscored Lincoln’s bond with the everyday citizen: “The 
smaller the value [of the coin],” he said, “the more people would handle it and come to 
know him.” 

Roosevelt had already considered minting a commemorative coin for Lincoln and 
assumed this project would be developed as part of the commission he had given to 
Saint-Gaudens. Evidently, Roosevelt immediately embraced both Brenner’s design and 
the concept that inspired it. On January 30, 1909, a note was sent from the Treasury De- 
partment to the editor of the Numismatist: “President Roosevelt has given his consent to 
the placing of the head of Lincoln on one of the popular coins. He conferred today with 
Director Leach, of the mint, and details are now under advisement. Victor D. Brenner, 
the New York sculptor, has submitted to the director some models of Lincoln busts, and 
these have been shown to the president. The head of Lincoln will adorn one side of the 
coin and the customary coat of arms the other.”>° On August 2, 1909, the first Lincoln 
cents were released into circulation with Brenner’s initials, “V.D.B.,” appearing at the 
bottom of the coin’s reverse side, in keeping with longstanding numismatic tradition. 
Interestingly, a firestorm immediately arose concerning the appearance of Brenner’s 
initials on the coin. Letters were sent to the Department of Treasury with a variety of 
complaints. Some groused that the recognition was unnecessary because Brenner had 
been paid for his design, others asserted that Brenner was a craftsman and not an artist, 
and still others insisted that recognition such as this was excessive and inappropriate. 
The initials were dropped for the second minting. Brenner was wounded by the decision, 
but he remained a devout patriot and continued to produce medals and engravings that 
presented his own vision of “the American type, mixture of all races, conqueror and 
child of a new continent and a new political order.”! 

Brenner conceived of Lincoln as the embodiment of the American spirit, yet as a 
Jewish immigrant he also understood how newcomers to these shores looked at Lin- 
coln. For Brenner, Lincoln was the paradigmatic common man who embodied the best 
of the American spirit. Only Lincoln’s image, he observed, could “touch a hardened 
heart.” Brenner would have been pleased to have heard that Carl Sandburg appreciated 
the essence of his numismatic concept: “The common, homely face of Honest Abe will 
look good on the penny,” Sandburg wrote, “the coin of the common folk from whom 
he came and to whom he belongs.” 
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Lincoln, Jews, and American Culture 


Reflecting on the influence that Abraham Lincoln has had on the development of Amer- 
ican culture since his death in 1865, the website of the Abraham Lincoln Bicentennial 
Commission took care to emphasize the fact that the sixteenth president’s “iconic im- 
age” has long served as grist for the artist’s creative mill. Lincoln’s countenance “has 
inspired professional and amateur artists alike to paint, draw and sculpt for well over a 
hundred years.” Similarly, Lincoln has been the muse for countless musicians who have 
made him the theme of their songs and symphonies. Poets, too, began paying homage 
to Lincoln as early as 1865, and as the centennial of his birth approached, a number of 
poetic anthologies celebrating Lincoln’s life and achievements began to appear. Lin- 
coln also become a ubiquitous theme in the realm of American material culture, and 
innumerable frequently overlooked objects, including decorative arts, toys, and odds 
and ends, were adorned with Lincoln’s image.* 

As Jews increasingly entered the mainstream of American life during the course 
of the twentieth century, a growing number made their mark in the world of fine arts 
and culture. The Jews who contributed to the world of the arts were unquestionably 
influenced by American culture. Yet, in many instances, it is clear that traditionally 
Jewish motifs and themes contributed to the development of American culture itself 
and, in some instances, transformed it. Jews participated in the creation of both high 
and pop culture in America, and it is often possible to discern their distinctly parochial 
or particular point of view. As one historian of American Jewish culture noted, “The 
creativity of American Jewry has also affected and altered [American] culture. Ex- 
changing ideas and images with the larger culture in a network of reciprocity, Jews have 
borrowed freely but have also expanded the contours of that larger culture—which has 
itself been protean and fluid.” Such a phenomenon reveals itself as we examine the way 
in which American Jews have memorialized Lincoln in art, song, and in belles lettres.*4 

By creating works of art, poetry, and music as well as artifacts of all sorts that ven- 
erated and memorialized Lincoln, American Jews were participating fully in the life of 
the nation. Loving Lincoln had becomea sign of allegiance. Yet, as they participated in 
this ongoing endeavor, American Jews frequently infused Lincolniana with their own 
distinctly Jewish culture. As the French-born litterateur Anais Nin once observed: “We 
don’t see things as they are, we see things as we are.” 


277 


“HIS NAME WILL EVER BE GREEN IN YOUR HEARTS 
DOCUMENTS 


PERSONAL REMINISCENCES 


1. Lincoln Possessed the Noblest Attributes of Human Nature 
2. When You Retire, I Will Be the Ugliest Man in the Government: 
Adolphus S. Solomons’s Reminiscences of Lincoln 


LINCOLN, JEWS, AND THE FINE ARTS 


3. Solomon Nufies Carvalho’s Portrait of Lincoln 

4. Victor David Brenner and the Lincoln Penny 

5. A Southern Jew Memorializes Lincoln: Moses Jacob Ezekiel 

6. Lincoln at Gettysburg in the Eyes of an East European Jewish Immigrant 
7. An American Jewish Biographer in Bronze 


MUSICAL TRIBUTES TO LINCOLN 


8. “Washington, Lincoln, and Moishe Rabeiny” by Joseph Rumshinsky 
9. The Gettysburg Address in Yiddish 

10. “Abraham” by Irving Berlin 

u1. “Lincoln Portrait” by Aaron Copland 


ARCHIVISTS, COLLECTORS, AND HISTORIANS 


12. The Pioneering Researcher: Isaac Markens 

13. Collector of Lincolniana: Emanuel Hertz 

14. The Meticulous Scholar: Bertram W. Korn 

15. The Contemporary Authority: Harold Holzer 


PERSONAL REMINISCENCES 





1. LINCOLN POSSESSED THE NOBLEST ATTRIBUTES OF HUMAN NATURE 


On February 13, 1901, the New York Daily Tribune published the reminiscences of a former 
Confederate soldier named Goodman L. Mordecai (1829?-1922).*° The Mordecai family of 
Charleston, South Carolina, was passionately committed to the Confederate cause. Ben- 
jamin Mordecai, Goodman's father, donated the handsome sum of $10,000 to the state of 
South Carolina to facilitate secession.*’ Goodman spent four years in the Confederate army 
and, although he had received an honorable discharge, was apprehended by federal officers 
in Washington while running a blockade in order to visit Nassau on behalf of southern 
stockholders who had interests in the island. He spent the winter of 1864 in the Old Capitol 
Prison in Washington, D.C.*8 Friends of the Mordecai family eventually interceded with 
President Lincoln on Goodman's behalf in order to secure the young man’s release. Despite 


Mordecai’s Confederate pedigree, Lincoln approved his release. 
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According to Goodman’s own reminiscences, his benefactors insisted that the freshly 
paroled southerner go to the Executive Mansion and convey his personal appreciation to 
Lincoln for his sympathetic decision. In his published recollection of this meeting written 
many years later, Goodman Mordecai recalled that Lincoln extended him his hand and, 
with tongue in cheek, declared, “I am happy to know I am able to serve an enemy.” By 
1901, Mordecai—the former Confederate soldier and partisan—had become a Lincoln 
enthusiast who insisted that Abraham Lincoln was “one of the greatest grandest charac- 
ters in American history.” 


An Ex-Confederate’s Tribute to Lincoln 
The Great Emancipator Was Happy to Be Able to Serve an Enemy 


To the Editor of The Tribune. 

Sir: In the memorable winter of 1864, during the Civil War, one of the most 
eventful periods in our National history, occurred an incident of more than 
ordinary interest to every admirer of the martyred and immortal Lincoln. After 
receiving an honorable discharge from the Confederate army the writer, who 
had been an occasional contributor to the Southern press, was authorized by an 
officer of the most prominent blockade company in South Carolina to visit Nas- 
sau in behalf of the stockholders, who had large and valuable interests in that 
island. Immense cargoes of goods shipped from England to this point remained 
there awaiting a favorable opportunity to run the blockade at Charleston. To 
facilitate this without further unnecessary delay I left the latter city for Rich- 
mond with letters of introduction to the Hon. Judah P. Benjamin, the Secretary 
of State for the Southern Confederacy. After presenting my credentials and 
receiving a passport to leave the South I started immediately for Wilmington, 
N.C., there to embark on a blockade vessel for Nassau. On arrival, to my great 
amazement and discomfort, I was officially informed by General Whiting, in 
command of the department, that a conscription order had been issued by the 
Secretary of War since my departure from Richmond calling on all able-bodied 
men for active service and a revocation of previous passports to leave the Con- 
federacy. Determined not to be baffled by this unforeseen and unexpected con- 
tingency, I returned to Richmond preparatory to running the gauntlet through 
the confederate and Federal lines. With this in view, I accidentally made the ac- 
quaintance of a gentleman whose past experience as an indefatigable blockade 
runner had been extraordinarily successful. In fact, I was only a novice, while 
this, his third trip through the lines from Richmond to Washington, had made 
him strictly a professional. Fortified with two passports, one from the Secretary 
of State and another from the city authorities, accompanied by my companion, 
I left Richmond, defiant, but doubtful as to the final result. 

Like any young man whose first adventure had made him somewhat 
egotistical, I felt like proclaiming, “Here the conquering hero comes,” but, 
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remembering that absolute reticence and strict secrecy were essential to suc- 
cess, I reluctantly and with great difficulty suppressed my boyish emotions and 
proceeded on the journey. No soldier ever entered battle with greater emotion 
than these two weary travellers through the mountains of Virginia. Up hill and 
down dale, tramping and driving long and short distances, here and there, on 
the ragged and rugged edge of consternation and danger, these two forlorn 
wanderers, completely prostrated by fatigue, for a while lost their bearings, not 
knowing what they were doing nor where they were going. But in time of great 
doubt and uncertainty, when everything seems lost, there is no safer pilot than 
determination, pluck and strong presence of mind. 

After a long and very monotonous journey we crossed the Potomac at 
night in the midst of a volley of musketry sharpshooting from sentinels sta- 
tioned on the banks of the river, and arrived on the outskirts of Port Tobacco, 
Md., just before the dawn of another day. Completely exhausted, we vainly 
endeavored to procure accommodations at the only hotel in the town, but 
were immediately informed that this was no resting place for the suspected 
rebels, whose presence would surely impugn the loyalty of the proprietor 
and thus endanger his position and interests in the community. After this 
rebuff we wandered to the outskirts of the town and there hailed a stage en 
route from Port Tobacco to Washington. Among the several passengers were 
furloughed Federal officers and soldiers on their way home. By these we were 
scrutinized with a peculiar suspicion during the trip, until our arrival at the 
Potomac Bridge entering Washington. Much to our amazement we were then 
there arrested and marched by a provost marshal’s guard to headquarters for 
a preliminary examination preparatory to a very long confinement in the Old 
Capitol Prison. 

Picture two forlorn, dejected, dilapidated individuals after such a strug- 
gle, on the eve of a most triumphant success, with victory near at hand, to be 
crushed and crestfallen, and you will thus realize defeat in all its significance. 
Prompted by conscientious motive we declined to take the oath of allegiance 
tendered us by the authorities, and as a result were remanded to the Old Cap- 
itol Prison for an indefinite period. After an incarceration of several months, 
while my case was being investigated by General [John H.] Martindale, then 
acting Secretary of War, interested friends in New-York interceded with Pres- 
ident Lincoln in my behalf, among them an influential friend of the President, 
who visited Washington for the purpose of procuring my release. His call at 
the White House successfully accomplished this result, and in return for this 
act of kindness we called at the Executive Chamber to thank President Lincoln 
for his consideration and magnanimity. 

At that time during our Civil War, when the clash of arms resounded 
throughout the land amid the wails of the wounded and the lamentations of 
the afflicted, was performed an act of philanthropy characteristic of the true 
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philanthropist. My friend unconsciously informed the President that I had 
fought against the Government and that my father at that time was promi- 
nent in the Confederacy and a liberal contributor to the Southern cause. He 
grasped my hand, and in response answered: “I am happy to know I am able 
to serve an enemy.’ 

What a noble contrast to the prevailing bitterness and animosity of that 
eventful period, a gentle reminder that had he lived the North and South 
would have been reunited in true brotherly love at a much earlier period, as he 
desired it, “with charity toward all and malice toward none.” Such an act was 
worthy of example, and reveals a character combining the noblest attributes of 
human nature. 

In the winter of 1865, while at the St. Lawrence Hotel, Montreal, the writer 
had a conversation with Wilkes Booth, who then claimed he was on his way 
South to run the blockade for the purpose of entering the Confederate army. A 
few weeks thereafter this man was an assassin, and Abraham Lincoln was assas- 
sinated. On that memorable day I was at the Queen's Hotel, Toronto, when an 
ex-chaplain of the Confederate army disgraced his clerical robes by exclaiming 
in the corridor of the hotel that the death of Lincoln was the greatest Southern 
victory of the war. I then narrated to him Lincoln’s kindness to me and recalled 
to his mind the magnanimity of the illustrious statesman. He immediately 
acknowledged his error, bowed in submissive silence, and earnestly apologized 
for the words unconsciously spoken in a moment of great excitement. One of 
the greatest grandest characters in history was Abraham Lincoln. 

I contribute this article as a tribute to his memory on this, the anniversary 
of his birthday, in honor of that philanthropy and magnanimity which were 
shining traits in the character of the Nation’s martyr and benefactor. 

G. L. Mordecai 
New-York, Feb. 12, 190129 


2. WHEN YOU RETIRE, | WILL BE THE UGLIEST MAN IN THE GOVERNMENT: 


ADOLPHUS S. SOLOMONS’S REMINISCENCES OF LINCOLN 


Adolphus S. Solomons’s centennial remembrances of his encounters with Lincoln, which 
first appeared in the American Hebrew on February 12, 1909, provided readers with 
a wonderful bouquet of anecdotes. Solomons, who owned a publishing house and a 
photography studio during Lincoln’s years in Washington, went on to distinguish him- 
self as an activist in both the general and Jewish communities. In 1871, Solomons was 
elected to Washington’s House of Delegates and served as chairman of its Committee on 
Ways and Means. Perhaps his greatest communal achievement was the role he played in 
helping Clara Barton to found the American Red Cross. He also contributed to a wide 
range of Jewish communal causes, including his roles as a founder of Mt. Sinai Hospital 
in New York City, a supporter of the Jewish Theological Seminary, and a contributor 
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to numerous welfare associations dedicated to assisting in the settlement of the east Eu- 
ropean Jewish immigrants.*° 


In the following excerpts, Solomons eschews comment on Lincoln’s political, per- 


sonal, or religious virtues (beyond a closing observation that Lincoln was “one of the 
most beloved men God ever created”). Instead, he memorializes Lincoln with a series 
of humorous personal reminiscences, which provide a delightful counterpoint to the 
many solemn reflections that typified Lincoln encomia on the hundredth anniversary 
of his birth. 
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To know where to begin and where to end in sorting my recollections of our 
beloved President Lincoln is a somewhat difficult task. His memory both in 
gladness and in sorrow lingers with us all so heartfully, I feel as though treading 
on holy ground, lest my words may appear disrespectful to his sacred memory. 

Where so much has been collated and written of this great man, it occurs 
to me that some little incidents and anecdotes of which I was personally cog- 
nizant, might have a greater interest at this time than those facts which have 
become matters of history. 

It is well known how keen was his sense of humor—a humor so gentle and 
kindly that it never wounded the feelings of the most sensitive. 

One day while in the White House, awaiting to see the President, I found 
myself in line with perhaps fifty others awaiting my turn to come. Immediately 
in front of me was a rather tall and stupid appearing fellow, and I wondered 
what in the world his mission was. It was soon after these “contrabands” had 
begun bringing in information relating to the enemy, and I was not surprised 
to hear him say to Mr. Lincoln in answer to his question, “Well my friend, what 
can I do for you?” “I see you are rather busy today and I will come in some other 
time to tell you about what a ‘contraband’ told me,” and here the President 
interrupted him by a slap on the shoulder, and with a steady gaze, beginning 
at his muddy boots with his trousers tucked into them and looking upward to 
his shaggy red hair exclaimed, “Sit right down here and tell me all you know,” 
and winking at me over the stranger’s shoulder, added: “and by telling all you 
know it certainly cannot take you very long.” Evidently the man did not see 
the joke, and sitting down told a short story and was soon out of the room. 

On another occasion an army officer called upon the President to tender 
his resignation, whereupon the President said: “All right, I accept your resigna- 
tion, but nothing can compensate me for the loss of you, for when you retire I 
will then be the ugliest man in the employment of the government”:—and yet 
Mr. Lincoln was not ugly, for his tall, stooping, ungainly figure was forgotten 
in the loving expressions coming from a God-given joy of heart, which became 
instantly contagious. 

His love for fun served to hide many an inward pang. One day I accepted 
an invitation to be present at a review of the First Army Corps of the Potomac 
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under the command of General [John F.] Reynolds, held near Washington, and 
the driver of the ambulance in which he rode, becoming angry at his wild team of 
six mules used some rather original cuss words. Smiling, Mr. Lincoln touched the 
man on his shoulder and said: “Excuse me, my friend, are you an Episcopalian?” 

The man greatly startled looked sheepishly around and replied: “No, Mr. 
President, I am a Methodist.” “Well,” said Mr. Lincoln, “I thought you must 
be an Episcopalian, because you swear just like Governor Seward, who is a 
very strict church warden.” 

When Mr. Lincoln returned from his famous trip to Richmond after its 
surrender I chanced to be in the neighborhood of the White House early one 
morning, when I saw a detachment on the “route step” with “arms at will? Be- 
tween their shouts they cheered most lustily. Their wheezy and unmusical band 
then added to the clamor by injecting snatches of national airs with added cries 
for “Lincoln, Lincoln” Presently there appeared at the second story window the 
tall frame of the President, who wore a brown linen duster much wrinkled and 
spotted with mud. Immediately the band emphasized his presence by a blare of 
brass instruments, the screaming of fifes and the beating of drums, fearful to hear. 

An orderly stepped up to Mr. Lincoln and said: “Mr. President, the band 
is playing Dixie, shall I order it to stop?” “No,” said the President, “let them 
play; when we captured the Southerners, we captured their tunes.” The crowd 
called, “Speech, speech, speech,” until they were speechless themselves, and 
after much more racket Mr. Lincoln waved his brawny arms for silence and 
began a speech, which, coming from his manly, good heart, breathed such a 
loving, kindly feeling toward the South, that had his words been put into cold 
type, would have incensed the Northern masses, who were still burning with 
such intense enmity against the South, that he would most surely have been 
blamed beyond measure for his hasty expressions of forgiveness for the hated 
enemy of but yesterday. But he was so overjoyed with the prospects of peace 
that he could not restrain himself and closed by saying, that Dixie, which was 
the song of the Confederacy, was as much the national air of the republic now 
as the “Star Spangled Banner” was before the war. 

Fortunately the hour was too early for reporters to be present, and I was 
happy when I saw no mention of the event in the afternoon papers of the day 
nor in subsequent editions. I afterwards learned that the body of soldiery al- 
luded to came on the same boat from Richmond with the President, who had 
dodged them after landing, but who were determined to see him once before 
disbanding to their homes. 

On one occasion when business took me to the White House, I had the good 
fortune to find Mr. Lincoln in one of his most jocular and reminiscent moods. He 
told me the following story of “How the Reverend Mr. Shofle acquired riches”: 

“When I first entered upon my duties as President,” said Mr. Lincoln, 
grasping my arm in his peculiar way with one of his long bony hands, while he 
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ran his fingers through and brushed back his shaggy black hair, “I fully made 
up my mind to appoint to office those only whom I knew to be honest and 
who had suitable ability. In any event honesty should be the prerequisite, as the 
lack of a little ability might be easily made up by an honest man endeavoring 
to do his whole duty conscientiously. While this resolve was fresh upon me 
there came to visit me a very old friend, a Baptist minister, who had traveled 
so fast that he had not yet shaken the Illinois real estate off his capacious boots. 

“Why, what brings you here, Mr. Shofle?’ (which was not his name, but 
it will do just as well.) 

“Well, he replied. ‘I came down here firstly to see you and get an old fash- 
ioned shake of the hand, and secondly to say that the folks of my congregation 
are so poor that they can hardly afford me a decent living and I thought maybe 
you could give me some sort of an office that would pay me better, 

“Certainly, I answered, quickly, for I knew he was an honest man and I 
was looking for stock of that kind. “Have you in view any particular office?’ 

“No, said the Rev. Mr. Shofle complacently; ‘I would not know what to 
select if you were to hand me a list to choose from,’ 

“Nor I what to give you; but I will tell you who will help you out. You know 
Col. Chootsper of your county. He is now on duty in the Treasury Department. 
Go and see him; he is a man of resources, and will get you out of your difficulty. 
Come back to-morrow and report. 

“The next day, according to promise, Shofle put in an appearance, and 
said that the Colonel had recommended him to apply for a certain position in 
the Revenue Department. 

“What is the salary?’ said I, while signing in a mechanical way a pile of 
commissions. 

“Two thousand dollars a year. 

Well, do you think that enough? I may be able to do better for you, for 
I knew he was an honest man and thought he might just as well as not get a 
place where he could earn more money. 

“Oh, plenty, Uncle Abe, for that is more than double the amount I’ve been 
earning for years past.’ 

“Now I began to think,” said our martyr-President, “that I would have 
to force him in to a place paying a larger salary, and where the government 
would have a corresponding return for his valuable services, for I was more 
than ever—if that were possible—convinced that he was an honest man; but I 
finally concluded to give him his own way, and he was appointed accordingly. 
Off he went rejoicing but I felt rather mean at my one-horse gift to my good, 
honest, reverend friend. 

“Three years elapsed and the anxieties attending war had completely 
driven from my mind, for the time being, the incident just related, when my 
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messenger brought me a card bearing the familiar name, ‘Rev. Adam Shofle, 
and immediately there flashed across my mind all the circumstances attending 
my appointing him to office. I directed him to be shown in, and in walked, 
with creaky boots, one of the best and finest dressed men I had seen in manya 
day. I recognized his countenance at a glance, but it was his marvelous clothes 
that troubled me. They sat easily enough upon his body, but somehow or other 
they did not sit so easily on my mind; but wherefore I could not for the life of 
me tell if I had tried which I didn’t. 

“Good morning, Mr. President’—no longer Uncle Abe as before—said 
he, in a grandiloquent manner; ‘I hope you are well and getting on nicely. 

“Oh, yes,’ said I; “we poor folks eke out a living after a fashion’ intending 
to give him the bit in his mouth, for I knew what an honest man he was, and 
how much—I couldn't tell then exactly how much—for I had lost the run of 
him—we were indebted to him. 

“Mr. President, I have come to resign my office.’ 

“Feeling somewhat as though I had been struck by lightning I managed 
to exclaim, ‘Indeed!’ 

“Yes, I feel that there are many others deserving of the place, and that it 
is my duty to make way for them’ 

“Was there ever such an honest man as that?’ said I to myself, chuckling 
over my own stupidity on the clothes surprise. “But, said I, aloud. ‘I’m afraid 
you are not considering yourself, friend Shofle, and that when you go back 
to preaching you will be as hard up as when you came here three years ago. 
Hadn't you better hold on a little longer, say a year more and let us both go 
out of office together?’ 

“No, thank you. I’m going to Europe during that time, but hope to see 
you here, as President, when I return, and after a few more kind expressions, 
off went the Rev. Shofle. 

“About a month after, one of the reverend gentleman’s neighbors paid me 
a visit, and among other things remarked casually that I had ‘done a pretty 
good thing for Shofle.’ ‘Yes,’ I replied, ‘I gave him a $2,000 a year position for 
three years.’ 

“Besides the balance!’ added my visitor. “Why if he is worth a cent he is 
worth to-day $200,000, and I can prove it if necessary.’ 

“What could the idiot mean? To satisfy myself of the falsity of the charge 
I sent detectives to where he lived and they brought back word that he had 
made his $6,000 salary in the aggregate yield fully $200,000, but then I knew 
he was an honest man, and there must be a mistake somewhere! 

“By the way,” added Mr. Lincoln, with one of his knowing winks, “we have 
plenty of ‘Shofles’ left, but, the mischief of it is, it is hard finding them out, and 
they are not considerate enough to resign, as did our honest friend Shofle.”#! 
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A native of Charleston, South Carolina, Solomon 
Nunes Carvalho was an artist, photographer, diarist, 
and adventurer. Courtesy The Jacob Rader Marcus Center of 
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Carvalho’s painting Lincoln and Diogenes is the only 
portrait of Lincoln made by an American Jewish 
contemporary. Gift of John J. and Celia Mack, Maurice and 
Rose Turner, Justin G. and Gertrude Turner; courtesy The Rose 


Art Museum of Brandeis University. 
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LINCOLN, JEWS, AND THE FINE ARTS 


3. SOLOMON NUNES CARVALHO’S PORTRAIT OF LINCOLN 


Solomon Nunes Carvalho’s (1815-97) portrait of Lincoln is the only one painted by one of 
Lincoln's Jewish contemporaries. Carvalho, an artist, photographer, and adventurer, was 
born in Charleston, South Carolina, but he also lived in Philadelphia, Baltimore, and 
New York. He is perhaps best known as the diarist and official photographer of John C. 
Frémont’s western expedition of 1853-54. One of the first Jews to travel across the nation 
to Southern California, Carvalho’s published memoirs provide a fascinating account of 
Frémont’s extraordinary exploration. 

Carvalho’s Lincoln portrait was signed and dated 1865. Since the words “With malice 
toward none, with charity for all” appear on the scroll in Lincoln’s hand, we know that 
the portrait was painted to serve as a tribute marking Lincoln’s second inauguration or, 
possibly, as a memorial marking his martyred death. Filled with symbolism and metaphor, 
the portrait conveys a number of powerful messages. Carvalho places Lincoln in front of 
a draped statue of George Washington, suggesting his loyalty to the ideals of the Father of 
the Nation. Although Lincoln is seated indoors, the U.S. Capitol Building—symbolizing 
the Union—appears on the distant horizon. In the foreground, just beyond Lincoln’s cur- 
tain, the Greek philosopher Diogenes, who always carried a lighted lantern to search for 
an honest man, has spotted Lincoln. The broken lantern lying next to Diogenes confirms 
that the philosopher's search has finally come to a successful conclusion. In this Jewish 
artist’s mind, Abraham Lincoln was honesty and patriotism incarnate.” 


4. VICTOR DAVID BRENNER 
AND THE LINCOLN PENNY 


A noteworthy number of American Jew- 
ish artists memorialized Lincoln in every con- 
ceivable mode of visual art. Arguably the most 
famous and widespread image of allis the cast 
of Lincoln’s profile that began gracing one side 
of the penny in 1909. Victor David Brenner, the 
man who designed this most famous image of 
Lincoln, earned this honor by convincing Pres- 
ident Roosevelt that he—an east European 
Jewish immigrant—was uniquely qualified to 
capture Lincoln’s spirit on the face of the coin. 


Victor David Brenner with a large plaster 
model of his design for the Lincoln cent, 1909. 





Harper’s Weekly, August 21, 1909, 24. 
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A reproduction of Brenner’s Lincoln Medal of 1907. 


Courtesy Stack’s Bowers Galleries. 





Brenner’s initials appeared on a small number of Lincoln pennies when 
the coin first went into circulation in 1909. The controversial initials were 
quickly removed. Courtesy Hyde Park Coin, Cincinnati, Ohio. 


Images of Brenner’s designs appear here, along with a reproduction of a poem that 
Frank Dempster Sherman (1860-1916), a professor of graphics at Columbia University, 
composed to honor both Lincoln as well as Brenner’s numismatic talent. 
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ON A BRONZE MEDAL OF LINCOLN BY VICTOR D. BRENNER 
by Frank Dempster Sherman 


This bronze our Lincoln’s noble head doth bear. 
Behold the strength and splendor of that face, 

So homely-beautiful, with just a trace 

Of humor lightening its look of care! 
With bronze indeed his memory doth share, 
This martyr who found freedom for a Race; 

Both shall endure beyond the time and place 
That knew them first, and brighter grow with wear. 


Happy must be the genius here that wrought 
These features of the great American 


Whose fame lends so much glory to our past— 
Happy to know the inspiration caught 
From this most human and heroic man 

Lives here to honor him while Art shall last.8 


5. A SOUTHERN JEW MEMORIALIZES 
LINCOLN: MOSES JACOB EZEKIEL 


A recipient of the coveted Prix de Rome in 1873 
and an honorary patrician who was knighted at 
the hands of the Grand Duke of Saxe-Meiningen 
in 1881, Sir Moses Jacob Ezekiel (1844-1917) was 
one of the most talented and highly regarded Jewish 
artists at the fin de siécle. Born in Richmond, Vir- 
ginia, Ezekiel was a loyal partisan of the South, yet 
he was willing to overcome his “political scruples” 
when a New York lawyer offered him a handsome 
commission to make a bust of Lincoln. In his di- 
ary, Ezekiel noted that he wanted to obtain a mask 
of Lincoln to assist him in producing the likeness. 
“One day,’ he wrote, “near Gramercy Place an old 
grey-bearded man who was very garrulous told me 
he had known Lincoln, that he had a mask, and __ A decorated Confederate veteran who 


that if I would come the next day he would let me _ hailed from Richmond, Moses Jacob 

havea copy of it, which he did.”“4 Ezekiel became one of the most distin- 
guished American sculptors in the last 
half of the nineteenth century. Courtesy 





The following are images of Ezekiel and his 
art studio in Rome, with the bust of Lincoln in The Jacob Rader Marcus Center of the American 
full view, and an excerpt from Ezekiel’s memoirs jewish Archives, at the Hebrew Union College- 
relating to the commission. Jewish Institute of Religion, Cincinnati, Ohio. 
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Ezekiel’s studio with his bust of Abraham Lincoln clearly visible. 
Courtesy The Jacob Rader Marcus Center of the American Jewish Archives, at the 


Hebrew Union College-Jewish Institute of Religion, Cincinnati, Ohio. 


Excerpt from Memoirs from the Baths of Diocletian 


I was invited one evening to a dinner party at the house of Madame Castigli- 
one, Ernesto Nathan’s sister. There I also met Alessandro Fortis, Ernesto and 
Virginia Nathan, and one or two other Roman republicans, myself being the 
only real republican present. Fortis thought that he would pay me a compliment 
by drinking to the memory of Abraham Lincoln. I thanked him very much. I 
had fought against Lincoln and General Grant, I told him, but did not object 
to drinking to Lincoln’s health, although I had not yet quite recovered from 
the shock of Southern subjugation. They all seemed horrified at the idea of my 
having fought for slavery and were very much surprised when I explained that 
we had never fought for slavery, but for states’ rights and for free trade... . 

I went to see the lawyer Nat Myers and his bright, charming wife Josie, 
who embraced me heartily and made me remain to lunch. After lunch, Nat 
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asked me whether I could overcome my political scruples and do a work for 
him which he wanted very much. I told him I thought I could and asked him 
what it was he wanted. To my great surprise, he said he wanted a bust in marble 
of Abraham Lincoln. I accepted the commission on the condition that I might 
make either a bust or a relief from the beautiful etching he handed me. So 
here my dream about Minerva seems to have been verified. How strangely my 
dream returned to my mind then! [Ezekiel is referring to a “patriotic” dream 
he had the night before he left Rome and returned to Philadelphia.] The red, 
white, and blue on the central planet were the American colors; the Minerva 
had been on the central planet; and here I was to make the War President 
of America!4° 


6. LINCOLN AT GETTYSBURG IN THE EYES OF AN 
EAST EUROPEAN JEWISH IMMIGRANT 


Sculptor Max Kalish (1893-1945) immigrated to the United States from Lithuania to- 
gether with his family in the late 1800s and settled in Cleveland, Ohio. As a youth, Kalish 
attended Cleveland public schools and, simultaneously, received an Orthodox Jewish 
education. At age fifteen, Kalish enrolled at the Cleveland Institute of Art and began 
studying sculpture. Kalish continued to study sculpture in New York and later in Paris 
at the Ecole des Beaux-Arts. 

In 1923, Cleveland’s schoolchildren began to collect small change in an effort to com- 
mission a statue of Lincoln for their city. Although he was not a renowned artist, Kalish 
was awarded the commission because he himself had been a student in the Cleveland 
public schools. In the course of researching the subject of his sculpture—Lincoln delivering 


American sculptor Max Kalish, 
an immigrant from eastern 
Europe and a graduate of the 
Cleveland public schools, was 
awarded a commission from the 
Cleveland Board of Education to 
sculpt Lincoln. Courtesy Peter A. Juley 


and Son Collection, Smithsonian American 





Art Museum, Joo20817. 
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the Gettysburg Address—Kalish interviewed Dr. Philip M. Bikle (1844-1934), who at age 
nineteen had actually been at Gettysburg and heard the president deliver his most fa- 
mous oration. Bikle described Lincoln as standing erect with his feet apart, “holding the 
manuscript, sometimes changing it from one hand to the other as he made gestures. He 
faced the north, and the breeze hit him in the face. His voice was deliberate, and at ‘of 
the people’ his hand was working up and down from the shoulder.”*° 

The following documents from the Cleveland newspapers relate to Kalish’s Lincoln 
statue. First, a short article from the September 23, 1927, issue of the Cleveland Plain 
Dealer describes Kalish’s search for a tall, gangly man—who could “fill the attenuated 
coat of Abraham Lincoln”—to serve as a model for his sculpture of the president. Several 
years later, February 12, 1932, the Cleveland Press described the dedication ceremonies for 
Kalish’s sculpture. On February 21, 1932, the Cleveland Plain Dealer published a photo of 
the recently unveiled statue in its place on the Mall on the day of the dedicatory festivities. 

As can be seen in the image below, Kalish’s Lincoln is caught mid-sentence, pronounc- 
ing “of the people,” with his hair blown by the wind. ‘The statue stands twelve feet high, 
excluding its base, and stands outside the Cleveland Board of Education building—a 
fitting location for an artwork purchased by schoolchildren. 


LincolIn’s Double Wanted as Model 
Sculptor Needs Man Who Can Fill Emancipator’s Coat 


Max Kalish, Cleveland’s best known sculptor, is seeking a new model. He wants 
a bony, work-hardened man, six feet four inches tall, to fill the attenuated coat 
of Abraham Lincoln. 

Kalish has an exact reproduction of the coat Lincoln wore when he de- 
livered the Gettysburg speech. He had it made to order from the original, 
preserved in the Smithsonian Institution in Washington. 

Kalish returned last week from a summer in Europe and is ready to begin 
his quarter-size model of the Lincoln memorial statue he is creating for erection 
in Playhouse square. 

He is watching crowds and notifying employment agencies in the hope 
of finding his man with Lincoln’s towering figure. He thinks his man will be 
one from farm stock, his shoulders developed, like Lincoln’s, by early years of 
work with an ax or plow. 

In three months Kalish expects to have completed the three-foot plaster 
cast of his Lincoln. It will be in nearly full detail. Ifit is entirely satisfactory to 
him and the committee in charge of erecting the memorial, he will go ahead on 
the full-size twelve-foot figure, to be in bronze. If not he will scrap the model 
and start all over. Time is no element of art. 

The Lincoln figure Kalish has in mind shows the emancipator on wide- 
spread feet, his hands extended, with out-turned palms as in the final gesture 
of the Gettysburg speech.*” 
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Kalish’s statue of Lincoln at Gettysburg, 
financed by the pennies of Cleveland 
schoolchildren, was dedicated in 1932. 





Courtesy Bill Nash, abesblogcabin.org. 


In Memory of Lincoin 


Nine years ago, a group of public-spirited citizens organized the Lincoln Me- 
morial Commission and with the aid of the city’s newspapers and school au- 
thorities, launched a drive to raise funds for a statue of Abraham Lincoln. No 
child was permitted to contribute more than 10 cents, no adult more than $1. 

Today, upon Lincoln’s birthday, the statue of Abraham Lincoln, the work 
of Max Kalish, a Cleveland sculptor, is dedicated. 

Kalish’s statue, a heroic figure 12 feet high, shows Lincoln in the act of 
delivering the Gettysburg address. In one hand, Lincoln holds the manuscript 
of the famous address. The wind is ruffling his hair and his clothing. The face 
is alive with the light that must have shone upon Lincoln’s face when he spoke 
his immortal words. 

The late Dean Henry Turner Bailey, who was chairman of the commission, 
expressed the opinion that Kalish’s Lincoln would take its rank with the great 
statues of the nation. 

Today’s dedicatory exercises, appropriately, are chiefly for school children. 
An audience of 2500 children, representing the schools of Greater Cleveland, 
will attend the ceremony at Public Music Hall. 

Max Kalish is to be congratulated upon his splendid work. The Lincoln 
Memorial Commission is to be praised for its years of faithful service and for 
its wisdom in choosing a Cleveland sculptor. Too often home talent has to go 
away from home before it is recognized.‘* 
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Jo Davidson, an American sculp- 

tor of Russian-Jewish descent, 

was known for creating intensely 
realistic portrait busts. Courtesy Library 
of Congress, Prints and Photographs Division, 
Washington, D.C. 





7. AN AMERICAN JEWISH BIOGRAPHER IN BRONZE 


Jo Davidson (1883-1952), a well-known American artist who worked mostly in portraiture 
sculpture, was an immigrant of Russian-Jewish descent. Davidson apprenticed in the 
studio of the prominent American sculptor Hermon Atkins MacNeil (1866-1947) before 
moving to Paris to study sculpture at the Ecole des Beaux-Arts in 1907. Best known for his 
numerous portrait busts of famous twentieth-century American personalities, Lincoln 
was one of the few nineteenth-century personalities to attract Davidson's interest. The 
bust of Lincoln was sculpted in 1947 and today is located in the Lincoln Home National 
Historic Site Visitor Center in Springfield, Illinois. In 2006, the Smithsonian’s National 
Portrait Gallery installed a permanent exhibit featuring many of Davidson’s busts. The 
exhibit labeled the artist “the biographer in bronze.” 

A photograph of the artist and his likeness of Lincoln, crafted by memory and without 
a Lincoln mask or model, are reproduced here. 


MUSICAL TRIBUTES TO LINCOLN 





8. “WASHINGTON, LINCOLN, AND MOISHE RABEINY” BY JOSEPH RUMSHINSKY 


Joseph Rumshinsky (1881-1956) was one of the leading American Jewish composers in 
the world of the Yiddish musical theater during the first decades of the twentieth century. 
A professionally trained musician who immigrated to the United States in 1904, Rum- 
shinsky quickly embraced the American theatrical genre, and his compositions reflected 
this interest. Always aspiring for commercial success, Rumshinsky wrote music for light 
operetta on the Yiddish stage. 

One of his Yiddish shows, Yente Telebende (1916), featured a popular song titled 
“Washington, Lincoln, and Moishe Rabeiny” (Washington, Lincoln, and Moses our 
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One of Davidson’s portrait busts of Lincoln, 
cast in 1947, stands in the Lincoln Home 
National Historic Site Visitor Center, Spring- 
field, Illinois. Courtesy Lincoln Home National 





Historic Site, National Park Service. 


teacher), with lyrics written by Louis Gilrod (1879-1930). The song was a duet with lyrics 
debating who was better, the white or the black man. These lyrics are unquestionably 
offensive by today’s standards, but it is obvious that this piece came from the minstrel 
tradition of the stage show.® It aimed at bringing a laugh to the audience from the racial 
stereotyping that typified that era. Was there anyone, the black man asks, who can top 
Abraham Lincoln as the greatest of the great? Lincoln is great, the lyrics confess, but to 
the delight of the Yiddish-speaking audience, only Moses is a nobler man: 


Mir weise menshen steihen auben on mir 

stolziren mit George Washington. 

Der grester man fun alle groise leit is Abraham 

Lincoln wus hot ins fin skalferei befreit. 

Ch’ leben ch’leben es is nit shlecht bist doch take oi seier gerecht oi 
Sog mir schwarzer is den bei eich faran a 

moishe rabeiny as a nobler man? 

[We white people stand in a place of honor and 

take pride in George Washington. 

The greatest man among all great men is Abraham 
Lincoln, who freed us from slavery. 

Believe me, believe me it’s not bad—yourre right indeed... 
But tell me black man, is there among you one like 

Moses our teacher—such a noble man?]*! 
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Cover sheet for Yente Telebende with music by J. M. Rumshinsky (New York: The 
Hebrew Publishing Co., 1916). Rumshinsky’s name has been misspelled on the 
cover. The music for the Yiddish song “Washington, Lincoln, and Moishe Rabeiny” 
(Washington, Lincoln, and Moses our teacher) was composed by Rumshinsky. 
Courtesy John Hay Library, Brown University Library. 


9. THE GETTYSBURG ADDRESS IN YIDDISH 


Even prior to his arrival in America in 1926, Jacob Weinberg (1879-1956) had already es- 
tablished his credentials as a distinguished composer of both liturgical and secular Jewish 
works.*? In the United States, Weinberg taught for many years at the New York College 
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Abraham Lincoln's Immortal Words 


The Gettysburg Address 
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Cover sheet of Jacob Weinberg’s score of “The Gettysburg Address,” 1954. Jacob Wein- 
berg, a distinguished composer of both liturgical and secular Jewish works, wrote three 
musical settings for Lincoln’s Gettysburg Address. His 1954 version called for the text to 
be read to the audience in Yiddish translation with musical accompaniment. Copyright © 


1954 Transcontinental Music Publications; used by permission. 
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of Music and at Hunter College, but he continued to compose music aimed primarily at 
Jewish audiences. In the early 1940s, he organized an annual Jewish cultural arts festival 
in New York that featured musical and dance performances. 

In 1936, Weinberg put the English words of Lincoln’s Gettysburg Address to music 
in a work written for chorus and instruments. This original version was performed at 
Carnegie Hall on December 13, 1937, by the Dessoff Choir.>> A few years later, in 1943, 
Weinberg composed a second variant of the work. This version called for the text to be 
read to the audience in Yiddish translation with musical accompaniment.*4 In 1954, he 
created yet a third musical setting for Lincoln’s famous address, this one for chorus and 
orchestra (as shown on the previous page). Weinberg’s music and the Yiddish translation 
place Lincoln’s iconic American address into a distinctly Jewish artistic frame. 


10. “ABRAHAM” BY IRVING BERLIN 


Irving Berlin (1888-1989) is widely regarded as one of the greatest and most prolific song- 
writers and composers in all of American history. The son of a cantor from Belarus, 
Russia, Israel Baline (his original name) immigrated to the United States with his family 
in 1893. As a result of his father’s early death, Berlin quit school and tried to make a 
living on New York’s Lower East Side. He began working as a singing waiter, and this 
job prompted him to compose his own songs. In 1907, he published his first hit: “Marie 
from Sunny Italy.” 

Berlin’s list of megahits is legendary. His best known songs include “Alexander’s Rag- 
time Band” (1911), “Oh! How I Hate to Get Up in the Morning” (1917), “God Bless America” 
(1918, rev. 1938), “A Pretty Girl Is Like a Melody” (1919), “Blue Skies” (1926), “Puttin’ on the 
Ritz” (1930), “Easter Parade” (1933), “White Christmas” (1942), “Anything You Can Do I 
Can Do Better” (1946), “Doin’ What Comes Natur’lly” (1946), and “There’s No Business 
Like Show Business” (1946). 

In 1942, Berlin composed twelve songs for Holiday Inn, a film musical starring 
Bing Crosby and Fred Astaire. The film’s runaway hit was “White Christmas.” One 
of the other tunes Berlin composed for the film was titled “Abraham,” a song about 
Abraham Lincoln that “embeds swing-style music-making within a nightclub scene rife 
with the trappings of minstrelsy.” In the film, Crosby and Marjorie Reynolds perform 
in blackface.* 

In addition to the minstrelsy elements of the song’s performance, which to the modern 
listener are offensively stereotyped mannerisms and dialect, Berlin’s use of the demeaning 
term “darky” in his lyrics sparked a controversy. Scholars are quick to remind readers 
that Berlin used the term in an entirely positive lyrical context, which praises Lincoln as 
the emancipator of the slaves. Yet even in 1942 the word provoked an immediate outcry 
of indignation. Berlin promptly instructed his publishers to withdraw the word from the 
song and replace it with “negroes.” “No song is important enough to offend a whole race,” 
Berlin said as he ordered his publisher to change the word. “I should never have released 
it had I known the epithet was objectionable.” 
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Berlin’s lyrics speak positively of Lincoln, reminding the listener that the nation’s 
“united thanks” go to the son of “Nancy Hanks,” this land’s “finest son.” 


ABRAHAM 

by Irving Berlin 
Upon a February morn 
A tiny baby boy was born— 
Abraham, Abraham. 
When he grew up, this tiny babe, 
The folks all called him Honest Abe— 
Abraham, Abraham. 
In eighteen sixty he became 
Our sixteenth President, 
And now he’s in the Hall of Fame, 
A most respected gent. 
And that is why we celebrate 
This blessed February date— 
Abraham, Abraham. 


When black folks lived in slavery, 
Who was it set the negro free?5” 
Abraham, Abraham. 

When trouble came down from the shelf, 
Whose heart was bigger than himself? 
Abraham, Abraham. 

“The country’s going to the dogs!” 
They shouted loud and strong; 

Then from a cabin made of logs 

The right man come along. 

And that is why we celebrate 

This blessed February date— 
Abraham, Abraham. 


The U.S.A.’s united thanks 

To one whose name was Nancy Hanks— 
Abraham, Abraham. 

She gave this land the finest son 

Who ever went to Washington— 
Abraham, Abraham. 

When someone told him Gen’ral Grant 
Was drinking ev’ry night 
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He answered, “Go see if you can’t 
Get all my gen’als tight.” 

And that is why we celebrate 
This blessed February date— 
Abraham, Abraham. 


11. “LINCOLN PORTRAIT” BY AARON COPLAND 


Aaron Copland (1900-1990), child of east European immigrants, became one of the most 
respected American composers of the twentieth century. In 1942, the prominent conductor 
Andre Kostelanetz (1901-80) commissioned Copland to write a musical tribute to an “emi- 
nent American.” This request led Copland to compose one of his best-known works, “Lincoln 
Portrait,” which features numerous quotations from Lincoln’ own words (see following page). 

According to one of his biographers, Copland claimed he had heard Jacob Weinberg’s 
“Gettysburg Address” at an American music festival prior to its having been performed 
by the Dessoff Choir in Carnegie Hall. This being the case, Copland heard Weinberg’s 
work only a few years before he began composing his famous “Lincoln Portrait” in the 
early 1940s.°8 

Copland was raised in a Jewish home, and though he was not a practicing Jew, his 
childhood familiarity with Jewish chant and liturgy continued to influence him throughout 
his career. It has been noted that one of the most identifiable and emphatic lines in “Lin- 
coln Portrait” is the repetition of the phrase “And this is what he said.” These words bear 
a striking similarity to the sentence “And God said, saying... ,” which appears frequently 
in the Hebrew Bible. As one scholar observed, “Surrounded by Copland’s text, Lincoln’s 
own words sound both human and divine, pragmatic and idealistic.” 


ARCHIVISTS, COLLECTORS, AND HISTORIANS 





12. THE PIONEERING RESEARCHER: ISAAC MARKENS 


Newspaper correspondent and independent researcher Isaac Markens began studying 
Lincoln’s life in the 1890s. His efforts to preserve Lincolniana were extraordinary. By 
winning the trust of the reclusive Robert Todd Lincoln, Markens obtained a fascinating 
oral history from Lincoln’s only surviving child. Markens also played a pivotal role in 
retrieving original copies of the Gettysburg Address. His efforts to preserve the history 
of Lincoln’s relationship with his Jewish contemporaries may, however, have been his 
most noteworthy historical achievement. Without Markens, who literally corresponded 
with many of Lincoln’s Jewish contemporaries or their offspring before they died, much 
of what we know today would have evaporated into the mist of time. 

Two examples of Markens’s historical achievements are presented. The first document 
is an excerpt from his monograph Abraham Lincoln and the Jews, wherein he recon- 
structs a crucial meeting between Cesar J. Kaskel and Abraham Lincoln at the Executive 
Mansion on January 3, 1863. Kaskel had traveled to the nation’s capital from Paducah, 
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Aaron Copland’s annotated copy of the speaker’s part of “Lincoln Portrait,” written in 1942. 


Courtesy Harry Ransom Humanities Research Center, The University of Texas at Austin. 


Kentucky, to register his outrage over Ulysses S. Grant’s infamous General Orders No. 11. 
It was during this meeting that Lincoln and Kaskel exchanged their oft-quoted repartee. 
Markens implied that the details of this episode were preserved and conveyed to him by 
Kaskel’s younger brother, Julius, who was still living in Bensonhurst, New Jersey, when 
Markens was collecting data for his article. 
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A second example of Markens’s remarkable historical instinct comes from his 


correspondence with Robert Todd Lincoln. For nearly two decades, Markens and Lin- 
coln exchanged a cordial and historically significant correspondence. It was Markens 
who prodded Robert Lincoln to tell him that he had no recollection of either of his 
parents ever making reference to their having been descendants of Jewish parentage. 
In the communication that Lincoln sent to Markens on February 13, 1918, we see how 
Markens—through his interrogative missives—managed to extricate from the president’s 
son remarkably interesting data that may have otherwise been lost. 
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It was determined to send a representative of the Jewish community to Wash- 
ington to communicate with the President in person, and for that purpose 
Cesar Kaskel, one of the signers of the appeal, and a vice-president of the 
Paducah Union League Club, was selected. 

Cesar Kaskel was a native of Prussia, in his thirtieth year, and one of the 
most respected merchants of the town. J[ulius] W. Kaskel, another signer of the 
appeal, was his brother. A record of the Paducah proceedings was preserved 
by the latter, now living at Bensonhurst, Brooklyn, N.Y., from which we learn 
that Cesar Kaskel at once left Paducah by steamer for Cairo. While en route he 
prepared a full account of the affair which on reaching Cairo was furnished to 
the agent of the Associated Press, this being the first newspaper report given 
to the country. 

Kaskel, says The Israelite, took with him letters from Rabbi Max Lilienthal, 
and Daniel Wolf, a prominent Cincinnati merchant, to influential parties in 
Washington and arrived at the National Capital on the evening of January 3, 
1863. Accompanied by Representative Gurley of Ohio the two at once sought 
an audience with the President, reaching the White House at about dusk. 
Announcing their presence, with an apology for calling at such an hour, the 
President sent word that he was “always glad to see his friends,” and shortly 
made his appearance. On learning the object of their visit he remarked: 

And so the children of Israel were driven from the happy land of Canaan? 

Kaskel replied: 

Yes, and that is why we have come unto Father Abraham’s bosom, 
asking protection. 

Lincoln responded: 

And this protection they shall have at once. 

Then seating himself at a table the President penned an order to General 
Halleck requesting his visitors to deliver it at once. 

“You may leave for home at once if you wish,” said General Halleck to 
Kaskel on reading Lincoln’s instructions, “and before you reach there Grant’s 
order will have been revoked.” 
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Kaskel that same night started back to Paducah, and arriving there was 
surprised to learn that the order of revocation had not yet been promulgated. 

“By whose orders do you return?” demanded the Post Commander, on 
learning of Kaskel’s presence in town. 

“By order of the President of the United States,” replied Kaskel. 

Halleck’s instructions to Grant, it appears, had been delayed in transmis- 
sion and the latter’s revocation was not issued until January 7, 1863. Two weeks 
later, January 21, Halleck wrote to Grant: 


The President has no objection to your expelling traitors and Jew 
peddlers which I suppose was the object of your order, but as it in 
terms proscribed an entire religious class, some of whom are fighting 
in our ranks, the President deems it necessary to revoke it. 


Dr. Wise is authority for the statement that Halleck would not believe in 
the existence of Grant’s order until Kaskel showed him the official copy. 

Before the result of Kaskel’s mission became known Rabbis Wise and 
Lilienthal, accompanied by Edgar M. Johnson, a lawyer of Cincinnati, Martin 
Bijur, a lawyer of Louisville, and Abraham Goldsmith, a merchant of Paducah, 
had gone to Washington. Learning of Kaskel’s success on the way they deter- 
mined nevertheless to complete the journey in order to express their thanks 
to the President for his prompt action. Rabbi Wise, in The Israelite, gave an 
interesting account of their interview. 


1775 N Street, Washington, D.C. 
February 13, 1918 


My dear Mr. Markens: 

It seems to me the simplest way to answer your letter of February sth is 
to return it to you with your interrogatories marked and to make the brief 
answers to them in this way: 

1. The proper answer is that he was a total abstainer, but on two or three oc- 
casions in my life, not more I have seen him take a sip of a glass of ale and also 
a glass of champagne. On each occasion he was urged to do this as a tonic. 

I do not think it ever occurred to him of his own motion to drink anything 
except water or tea or coffee or milk. As you know, he always was a strong 
temperance advocate. 

2. The Bloomington shipment you refer to is no doubt boxes of papers 
which Judge [David] Davis took charge of, as administrator of my father’s es- 
tate, and caused to be removed to Bloomington, his home, where he had a safe 
storage place for them. They remained unopened until given over to Nicolay 
and Hay for their work. They are now in my possession. 
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3. [heard nothing of this while in London, but I have in some way under- 
stood that in one of the college libraries, whether in Oxford or in Cambridge 
I do not know, is hanging framed a lithographed copy of the Bixby Letter. As 
to the Gettysburg address and opinions of English publications thereon, I have 
not now any present memory. 

4. His methods of office working were simply those of a very busy man who 
worked at all hours. He never dictated correspondence; he sometimes wrote 
a document and had his draft copied by either Nicolay or Hay; sometimes 
he himself copied his corrected draft and retained the draft in his papers; 
there were no letter press books at all; he never owned such a thing. When he 
preserved letters to himself, it was ordinarily done by replacing them in their 
envelopes with the writer’s name inscribed; it was not his general habit to keep 
copies of letters written by himself. 

5. [know nothing whatever about this. 

6. This letter is in my possession.® 

7. Inever heard of any picture of my grandfather, Thomas Lincoln. 

I trust that you are very well and are enjoying some comfort as we are from 
the change in the dreadful weather of this winter. 

Very Truly yours, 
Robert T. Lincoln 

Isaac Markens, Esq. 

545 West 164th St. 

New York City®4 


13. COLLECTOR OF LINCOLNIANA: EMANUEL HERTZ 


Emanuel Hertz was a lawyer by profession, but studying the life of the sixteenth pres- 
ident became his preoccupying avocation. His family immigrated to the United States 
from Austria in 1884. He mastered English, earned a baccalaureate degree from New 
York City College, and studied law at Columbia University. From the earliest years of 
his legal career, Hertz studied Lincoln’s life and devoted himself to acquiring Lincoln doc- 
uments, pictures, and artifacts. By the 1930s, Hertz was said to have acquired the world’s 
largest privately held collection of Lincolniana. 

Like the pioneering researcher Isaac Markens, Hertz was interested in every facet 
of Lincoln’s life but had a special interest in reconstructing the story of Lincoln and the 
Jews. Building on Markens’s groundbreaking research, Hertz assembled an unparalleled 
collection of Jewish eulogies, homilies, and orations, many of which, without his efforts, 
might have been lost. 

In addition to his interest in Lincoln’s Jewish contacts, Hertz produced numerous 
volumes, articles, and speeches on Lincoln's life. In one of his articles, which first appeared 
in the American Hebrew on February 6, 1926, Hertz likened Lincoln to the Bible’s towering 
liberator, the prophet Moses. 
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In 1927, Hertz asked his distinguished brother, Joseph, the chief rabbi of Great Britain, 
to write the foreword to his magnum opus on Lincoln and the Jews titled Abraham Lin- 
coln: The Tribute of the Synagogue. In this foreword, Joseph Hertz recounted a story he 
had heard from one of his teachers, Rabbi Benjamin Szold of Baltimore. The fascinating 
anecdote, meant to demonstrate Lincoln’s extraordinary compassion, is reproduced below. 


Foreword 
by the Very Rev. Dr. J. H. Hertz 


Heroic achievement, literary genius or towering personality, each of them 
leads to earthly fame. Therefore, the place of Abraham Lincoln who com- 
bined all these, and in a pre-eminent degree, is indeed secure in the annals 
of man. 

He was the protagonist in the greatest war drama of the nineteenth cen- 
tury. He not only preserved unimpaired the heritage of Washington, but made 
America truly American. He rolled away the “reproach of Egypt”—negro slav- 
ery—from his countrymen. Others had scotched the serpent: he killed it. In 
a free land, he felt, it was not the white man who ruled the black, neither was 
it the black man who ruled the white: it was justice that ruled. Humanity has 
since hailed him “Lincoln the Emancipator.” 

Few public men possessed his mastery of speech, his wonderful mother-wit 
and rare eloquence. Several of his utterances are among the most perfect things 
in the language. His Gettysburg Address stands unparalleled since the days of 
Pericles; while in his stand for national righteousness and his absolute belief 
in the irresistibleness of right, he has the accent of Israel’s Prophets. 

And Lincoln the man is greater than his words or even his world-historic 
deeds. He walked in humility with his God, and he never forgot pity. My revered 
teacher, Dr. Benjamin Szold (may his memory be a blessing)[,] related to me 
the following incident: He had occasion to accompany a poor Jewish woman 
to the White House and beseech the President to pardon her wayward son 
who had deserted. She told her story in Yiddish, of which the President did 
not understand a word. But Abraham Lincoln only saw before him a mother 
imploring him for the life of her child; and as he listened to her unintelligible 
and yet agonising plea, the tears coursed down his cheeks. 

The sublime simplicity and infinite kindliness of this man of the people 
who directed and stilled the storm of a titanic fratricidal conflict, have made 
his name a benediction far beyond his native land or even the confines of the 
English-speaking world. And nowhere has this anima naturaliter Hebraica 
received more sympathetic understanding, nowhere has his memory been 
cherished with more reverential affection, than in the American-Jewish pulpit, 
as the following pages amply testify. 

London, March 8, 1927—5887© 


305 


“HIS NAME WILL EVER BE GREEN IN YOUR HEARTS 


14. THE METICULOUS SCHOLAR: BERTRAM W. KORN 


Bertram Wallace Korn, rabbi, scholar, and military chaplain, was one of America’s most 
prominent Reform rabbis during the post-World War II years. Upon receiving his doc- 
tor of Hebrew letters degree in 1949 from Hebrew Union College in Cincinnati, Korn 
assumed the pulpit of Reform Congregation Keneseth Israel in Philadelphia, where he 
remained for the rest of his career. While ministering to this large congregation, Korn 
became a noted authority on the history of American Jewry. His first published vol- 
ume, American Jewry and the Civil War, based on his doctoral dissertation, appeared 
in 1951. More than half a century after its publication, this pioneering work remains a 
valuable and authoritative resource on the subject. Korn devoted an entire chapter to 
the topic of Lincoln and the Jews. 

The selection below comes from an infrequently cited article titled “Lincoln and the 
Jews,” written by Korn in 1955, four years after his American Jewry and the Civil War. 
During the interim, Korn had acquired a remarkable letter that Lincoln had written 
to Secretary of War Edwin Stanton on November 4, 1862. A copy of this letter, along 
with Korn’s penetrating analysis, sheds light on Lincoln’s thoughts about the Jewish 
minority in the American nation. 


Lincoln and the Jews 


A hitherto unknown and unpublished Lincoln letter which I recently had the 
good fortune to obtain for my collection of Jewish Americana adds one more 
to the few references to Jews to be found in the writings of Lincoln: 


Executive Mansion 
Washington, Nov. 4, 1862 


Hon. Sec. of War. 
Sir 
I believe we have not yet appointed a Hebrew—As Cherie M. Levy, is well 
vouched, as a capable and faithful man, let him be appointed an Assistant 
Quarter- Master, with the rank of Captain. 
Yours truly 
A. Lincoln 


This appointment was nota political reward; Levy was the son-in-law of Rabbi 
Morris J. Raphall of Congregation B'nai Jeshurun of New York City, who was a 
Democrat and defended slavery. Lincoln was, I believe, living up to his convic- 
tion that minority groups ought to be given fitting and fair recognition—and 
more! He was conscious of the anti-Semitic prejudice which rose to a high point 
during the tensions and crises of the Civil War and went out of his way to be 
kind to Jews. Many applicants were “well vouched” as “capable and faithful” 
men; but the fact that Levy was a Jew apparently made Lincoln eager to fulfill 
his request.® 
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... The Lincoln who urged a change in the law of Congress to permit the 
appointment of Jewish chaplains; who ordered the revocation of an anti-Se- 
mitic General Order issued by the only Union general who seemed capable 
of winning battles; and who recommended the appointment of an assistant 
quartermaster on the grounds of his being “a Hebrew,” could not have had any 
prejudice against the Jews. 

On the contrary, he seems to have had an unusual sympathy for them. 
Perhaps his deep love for the Bible and the tragedies of his own personal life 
made him feel a kinship with these sons of the prophets... . 

I believe it to be entirely possible that other as yet undiscovered and 
unpublished documents will bear out my contention that Lincoln was pre- 
disposed to be kind to Jews just because he was conscious of the effects of 
bigotry and intolerance upon their lives. Is this not what we would expect 
from the great spirit who spoke of a nation which would live “with malice 
toward none; with charity for all; with firmness in the right, as God gives us 
to see the right”?67 


15. THE CONTEMPORARY AUTHORITY: HAROLD HOLZER 


Harold Holzer, a scholar, writer, and lecturer, is a contemporary authority on Abraham 
Lincoln and the political culture of the Civil War era. By 2013, Holzer had published 
nearly three dozen volumes exploring various facets of Lincoln’s career and the Civil 
War era. 

In 2002, Holzer delivered an address on Lincoln and the Jews at the Skirball Cul- 
tural Center in Los Angeles, California. After briefly discussing Lincoln’s encounters 
with his Jewish contemporaries, Holzer described Lincoln's “religion.” As the excerpts 
below emphasize, Holzer avers that it was Lincoln’s manifest commitment to liberty and 
equality, together with his fervent belief in the primacy of the “Golden Rule,” that has 
earned him the admiration of American Jewry, both then and now. 


Excerpts from Lincoln and the Jews: The Last Best Hope of Earth 


The fact is, Lincoln believed deeply in God the Father, but from early adulthood 
on, notwithstanding twenty years of Sundays in Baptist churches with his 
family, he seldom mentioned the Son or the Holy Ghost. He did not embrace 
Jesus as messiah or savior, and opponents occasionally branded him an infidel 
during his lifetime—often enough that several of his earliest sympathetic bi- 
ographers took pains to claim that he was a true Christian. But there is scant 
evidence for it. 

Lincoln believed in Divine Will, but of an “Old Testament” variety. As he 
put it in his Second Inaugural Address, in defense of the enormous sacrifices 
required by the Civil War: “The judgments of the Lord are true and righteous 
altogether.” That comes right out of Psalm 19, a psalm of David. 
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Moreover, as Jews knew, Lincoln believed in equal opportunity for all. He 
had firmly rejected Know-Nothingism, the hateful mid-nineteenth-century 
Nativist movement opposed to immigration by Catholics and foreigners. As 
he put it: “How can anyone who abhors the oppression of negroes, be in favor 
of degrading classes of white people?” Such sentiments put some of his Chris- 
tian contemporaries ill at ease, but it clearly made Jewish admirers, then and 
now, comfortable. ... 

As Lincoln had once summed up his faith: “When I do good I feel good, 
and when I do bad I feel bad, and that’s my religion.” Perhaps it is no accident 
that the sentiment is remarkably close to what the sage Hillel had urged in his 
teachings two millennia earlier: “To forbear doing unto others what would 
displease us.” That deceptively simple but poignant philosophy made Lincoln 
seem, to Jews of his day, like God’s child and America’s father at one and the 
same time. When Lincoln died, many Jews really did feel that “the beauty of 
Israel was slain upon the high places.”6* 


11 


“Lincoln! Thou Shouldst Be Living at This Hour!” 
Lincoln as a Moral Compass for American Jews 


hortly after the end of World War I, at a time when the nation’s love for Lincoln was in 
full bloom, an interesting poem authored by Kenyon West appeared in an anthology 
with a title that implied the volume’s contents were sacred writings: The Book of Lincoln. 


LincoLn! “Thou shouldst be living at this hour!” 
Thy reach of vision—prophet thou and seer— 
Thy strong and steadfast wisdom, judgment clear, 

Are needed in this stress, thy old-time power 

The ship of state to save from storms that lower 
And threaten to engulf. Dark reefs loom near! 
No “watchful waiting” will avail us here, 

That wind-swept, tossing ship past rocks that tower 

To guide to sunlit waters—calm, serene. 

Oh! for a leader, fearless, strong, and wise, 

Of swift decision, and with insight keen 
To see the dangers; scorn all compromise; 
Restore the honour lost, the faith we prize, 

And bring us back the glory that hath been! 


The poem’s opening line—“Lincoln! Thou shouldst be living at this hour!”—is highly 
suggestive of Walt Whitman’s famous poetic elegy “O Captain! My Captain!,” composed 
to memorialize Lincoln not long after his death in 1865. Whitman’s poem laments a 
fallen leader who is gone forever: “fallen cold and dead.” “O Captain! My Captain!” 
expressed sentiments of overwhelming loss at the time of Lincoln’s death, but in the 
years following, as the nation commemorated the centennial anniversary of Lincoln’s 
birth, a cry for the return of the great leader appeared, as the nation once again called 
for its fallen “captain,” who now must speak to his people from beyond the grave. By 
examining Lincoln’s life and scrutinizing his human instincts, Americans could depend 
on him to provide inspiration and guidance as they faced a continual onslaught of social 
and political challenges. All through the twentieth century, the crises the nation faced 
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inevitably seemed comparable to the tribulations that Lincoln confronted during his 
own Civil War era.” 

Throughout the course of the twentieth century, people from all walks of life ex- 
tracted moral strength and political wisdom from the wellspring of inspiration that 
flowed from Lincoln’s biographical legacy. Republicans and Democrats, northerners and 
southerners, conservatives and liberals—all wanted to make him the touchstone for their 
special causes and agendas. Secretary of War William Howard Taft may have been one 
of the first to pose a famous rhetorical question: What would Lincoln do? Speaking at 
a dinner marking the ninety-ninth anniversary of Lincoln’s birth, Taft averred that “if 
Lincoln were living today he would be a Republican and a protectionist.” Assertions like 
Taft’s were not always plausibly argued. Still, the question became a popular one and 
was asked again and again throughout the course of the century. What would Lincoln 
do if he were alive today? 

In the “Roaring Twenties,” there were those who contended that Lincoln was the 
avatar of peace, prosperity, and optimism. From this perspective, the sixteenth pres- 
ident would advise the nation to enjoy its prosperity. In his address at the dedication 
ceremonies for the Lincoln Memorial on May 30, 1922, President Warren G. Harding— 
ironically speaking to a racially segregated audience—opined that had Lincoln been 
alive, his heart would have been “aglow” in the knowledge that the nation cherished 
the same ideals that he, Lincoln, valued. “We are going on,” Harding predicted, “always 
on, holding to constitutional methods, amending to meet the requirements of a pro- 
gressive civilization, clinging to majority rule, properly restrained, which is ‘the only 
true sovereign of a free people, and working to the fulfillment of the destiny of the 
world’s greatest republic!” Five years later, to the very day, Harding’s successor, Calvin 
Coolidge, addressed the crowd gathered at Gettysburg in honor of Dedication Day. “The 
government of the people, by the people, for the people, which Lincoln described in his 
immortal address,” the president told the crowd, “is a government of peace, not of war.” 
He suggested that Lincoln would have wanted the nation “to endeavor by every means 
within [its] power to prevent the shedding of human blood in the attempted settlement 
of international controversies.”® 

Once the nation fell into the jaws of the Great Depression, however, Lincoln was 
drafted to serve as the advocate of another message. Herbert Hoover contended that 
Lincoln would have wanted the nation to stand fast against those who would use the 
economic crisis to fortify and centralize the power of the federal government. Lincoln 
would not have wanted to curtail the individual liberties that all Americans valued. 
Hoover urged the American people “to show the same commitment, courage, and 
resourcefulness as they had under Lincoln’s leadership.” Only a few years later, in 1938, 
when the dark clouds of worldwide war gathered on the horizon, Lincoln’s moral legacy 
offered the nation wisdom that pertained to an entirely different set of political and 
economic circumstances. While speaking at the dedication of the memorial on the 
Gettysburg Battlefield on July 3, 1938, Franklin D. Roosevelt told his audience that, in 
most situations, comparing oneself to leaders from bygone days is a pointless exercise: 


310 


“LINCOLN! THOU SHOULDST BE LIVING AT THIS HOUR!” 


“Tt seldom helps to wonder how a statesman of one generation would surmount the crisis 
of another. A statesman deals with concrete difficulties—with things which must be 
done from day to day. Not often can he frame conscious patterns for the far-off future. 
But the fullness of the stature of Lincoln’s nature and the fundamental conflict which 
events forced upon his Presidency invite us ever.” 

Less than a year later, Roosevelt began to prepare the nation for the possibility 
of war in Europe. He pushed for increased military spending and advocated for the 
modernization of the country’s weaponry. During this time, FDR did not publicly pon- 
der whether Lincoln would have endorsed his administration’s policies. Yet a popular 
Broadway play about Lincoln left little doubt as to what the sixteenth president would 
want the nation to do. Robert E. Sherwood’s Abe Lincoln in Illinois, which premiered 
on October 15, 1938, became an instant sensation. As the play reaches its climax, Lincoln 
addresses a crowd during his debates with Stephen Douglas. Even though Sherwood’s 
script was built on a foundation of Lincoln’s own words, the author shaped Lincoln’s 
soliloquy so as to make the speech “more allusive to the imminent threat of totalitari- 
anism than to the southern slavocracy.” The play ends with Lincoln departing Spring- 
field for Washington. He reminds the audience that America must always be willing 
to fight for liberty and democracy if it hoped to survive in a dangerous world. The play 
was unambiguous about what Lincoln would do. He would oppose totalitarianism. He 
would be prepared to fight the dictators.” 

In the post-World War IJ era, as the modern civil rights movement began to take 
shape, Lincoln became a natural and authentic ally for civil rights activists. In 1947, 
Harry S. Truman became the first American president to address the National As- 
sociation for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP), and he did not hesitate 
to invoke Lincoln’s name when he promised African Americans that the federal gov- 
ernment under his leadership would move to end discrimination, violence, and racial 
prejudice in American life: 


The civil rights laws written in the early years of our republic . . . were 
written to protect the citizen against any possible tyrannical act by the new 
government in this country... [but] we cannot stop there. We must keep 
moving forward, with new concepts of civil rights to safeguard our heri- 
tage. The extension of civil rights today means, not protection of the people 
against the Government, but protection of the people by the Government. 
We must make the Federal Government a friendly, vigilant defender of the 
rights and equalities of all Americans. And again I mean all Americans. 


Speaking in front of Daniel Chester French’s imposing sculpture, Truman was literally 
and figuratively standing at Lincoln’s feet when he confidently informed the crowd: 
“Abraham Lincoln understood so well the ideal, which you and I seek today.”® 
Truman’s speech at the Lincoln Memorial was neither the first nor the last time the 
monument served as a commanding backdrop for those who worked to advance the 
cause of the modern civil rights movement. In 1939, after representatives of the Daughters 
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of the American Revolution informed African American contralto Marian Anderson 
(1897-1993), a great operatic talent of the period, that she would not be permitted to sing 
to an integrated audience from the stage of Constitution Hall, the NAACP organized a 
massive concert in protest. With the help of the Roosevelt administration, the NAACP’s 
concert was held in front of the Lincoln Memorial. Photographers snapped dozens 
of pictures memorializing what the audience saw: French’s lifelike statue of Lincoln 
watching sympathetically from behind as the performer sang “America the Beautiful.” 

Those images of Lincoln “watching” Marian Anderson sing flashed across the na- 
tion in 1939, and they made an unforgettable impression on thousands of Americans, 
including a ten-year-old boy named Martin Luther King Jr. Five years later, in the context 
of a speech he delivered in an oratory contest, King spoke movingly about the past and 
presciently about the future: “She sang as never before,” he said, “with tears in her eyes. 
When the words of ‘America’ and ‘Nobody Knows de Trouble I Seen’ rang out over that 
great gathering, there was a hush on the sea of uplifted faces, black and white, and a 
new baptism of liberty, equality, and fraternity. That was a touching tribute, but Miss 
Anderson may not as yet spend the night in any good hotel in America.” Two decades 
later, King stood on those same steps and delivered his own unforgettable performance 
as Lincoln watched approvingly, once again, from behind.” 

Throughout this same period, American Jews joined with the rest of the nation in 
asking themselves, “What would Lincoln do?” Not surprisingly, Lincoln offered Jews 
the same political counsel and moral guidance he gave to the general community. Yet 
American Jews continued to believe that even though Lincoln was speaking to the nation 
as a whole, his moral legacy was particularly relevant to Jewish causes and concerns. 

As part of the festivities marking the 100th anniversary of Lincoln’s birth in 1909, 
Gratz College in Philadelphia invited the distinguished physician, scholar, and civic 
leader Solomon Solis-Cohen (1857-1948) to deliver the Lincoln Centennial Address. 
Although Solis-Cohen devoted much of his speech to an analysis of Lincoln’s greatness, 
he used his parting comments to emphasize his conviction that American Jews had 
good reason to let Lincoln serve as an exemplar of one who tried to make the world 
better for all humankind: 


And as Americans, as Jews, as men, let us meet the problems of our day in 
the same spirit of justice and charity wherein Lincoln met the problems 
of his day. Slavery still exists in our land, though in a subtler form than 
that which it took in the brick kilns of Pithom and Ramses or the cotton- 
fields and rice swamps of Mississippi and Carolina. Underneath all the 
conflicts of races, of nations, of individuals, lies one great problem: that 
of vindicating the equal right of every human soul to a freedom restricted 
only by the equal freedom of its fellows. “That which is hateful to thee, do 
not to any other,” said Hillel; and Lincoln, applying the same thought to 
the conditions of this time and country, spoke words that I would have 
linger in your memory as the essence of our communion with his spirit 
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tonight: “Them that deny freedom to others deserve it not for themselves 
and, under the rule of a just God, cannot long retain it." 


At Temple Israel in St. Louis, Rabbi Leon Harrison (1866-1928) used the centen- 
nial anniversary of Lincoln’s birthday to comment on the great social issues of the 
day. Harrison informed his congregants that Lincoln, were he alive, would be a “true 
American” who would fight for the rights of the common man, which were being tram- 
meled by corporate greed. The rabbi’s homiletic technique was apparently a success. 
Newspaper reports appearing the following week noted that Harrison’s congregants 
“loudly cheered” when their rabbi “denounced as traitors the rich men of the city who 
have monopolized the public utilities.” 

Stephen S. Wise habitually yoked Lincoln’s memory to his views on current events. 
For example, he compared Lincoln to Woodrow Wilson on a number of occasions both 
before and after World War I. As Wilson prepared to leave office in March 1921, Wise 
again likened the ailing president to Lincoln. He told his listeners that both men were 
unfairly disparaged for no reason other than that they sought to “enhance the greatness” 
of their country. In 1922, Wise compared the troubling renaissance of the Ku Klux Klan 
to the vexing social issues that Lincoln had faced during his lifetime “with the problem 
of slavery and abolition.” Calling on America to make the same stand as Lincoln did 
vis-a-vis slavery during the Civil War, Wise vehemently declared: “Either the Ku Klux 
Klan has got to go or America will perish.”% 

In the 1930s, Jewish leaders used Lincoln’s memory as a prod to agitate against Hitler 
and Nazi policies. Just weeks before the Germans handed Chancellor Adolf Hitler an 
electoral endorsement in March 1933, Wise delivered an inflammatory address titled 
“Germany Chooses Hitler—America Chose Lincoln.” Wise was not alone in his effort 
to enlist Lincoln’s memory in service of American opposition to Nazism and Nazi pol- 
icies. In 1937, for instance, the editors of Philadelphia’s Jewish Exponent unquestionably 
had Hitler in mind when telling their readers that Lincoln’s birthday should serve as a 
stark reminder of the dangers the nation faced when he was president and that await 
all those who blithely acquiesce to tyranny: 


Time in no way lessens the affectionate feeling the American people cher- 
ish for the great martyr President Abraham Lincoln. This is a wholesome 
sign. The outstanding feature in Lincoln’s character is his passionate 
beliefin the vindication of the right, his indomitable courage in the face 
of adversity and his unquenchable confidence in the inherent goodness 
of human nature. This lesson from the life of this great President is 
needed at all times and especially in an age when tyranny finds acqui- 
escence among enlightened people, when justice and discrimination 
are condoned by otherwise moral nations and individuals. Lincoln’s life 
should serve as a potent stimulus to many of us today to continue the 
struggle for the right, to maintain hope for a revitalized civilization and 
to stir us to renewed faith in the final victory of the causes of justice and 
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liberty throughout the world. The anniversary observed today should 
strengthen us in this critical period and imbue us with courage for better 
times to come, even though the present appears dark... . Viewed in this 
light, the birthday anniversary of Abraham Lincoln takes on new and 
timely significance." 


Several years later, on Lincoln’s birthday in February 1945, the editors of Boston’s 
Jewish Advocate pointed out that Hitler’s impending demise would be, when all is said 
and done, a validation of Lincoln’s legacy and the moral inheritance he bequeathed to 
America: 


Once again we celebrate the birthday of Abraham Lincoln, a man who, 
perhaps above all others, typifies those values for which civilized mankind 
is now embattled in the fight against Hitlerism. 

It was Abraham Lincoln who in the Gettysburg speech gave the defi- 
nition of democracy which we Americans accept today—“a government 
of the people, by the people, and for the people.” 

Hitler had perhaps not realized it, but in taking up the fight against 
democracy he had to fight “Old Abe,” too, for Abraham Lincoln in the 
spiritual sense, is not dead. The ideals for which he fought have become 
impregnated in the American people. It may be that here and there, in 
greater or lesser fashion, there are people in America who have forgotten 
this lesson but all the Lincoln in the American people cannot be easily 
rooted out. 

This is what Hitler is learning today—the hard way. This is what any 
of those who eye Hitlerist method must sooner or later find out. Yes, the 
lesson of democracy which Abraham Lincoln taught has gone deeper in 
our bones than some of our Fascists realize. Abraham Lincoln taught also 
another lesson which Hitler is in a position to understand now, the lesson 
“that you can fool some of the people all of the time, all of the people some 
of the time, but you can’t fool all of the people all of the time.” 


After World War II, Americans—Jews and non-Jews—slowly began to confront 
the meaning of the calamitous atrocities the Nazis had perpetrated on European Jewry. 
These realizations coincided with the beginnings of the modern civil rights movement, 
and many Jews dedicated themselves anew to the idea that all Americans deserved 
equal opportunity under the law. For many Americans—and particularly in the Jewish 
community—the social conditions that made it possible for a government-sanctioned 
genocide to occur in Germany during the 1930s and 1940s were directly connected 
to the fight for social justice in America in the 1950s and 1960s. Rabbi Joachim Prinz 
(1902-88), a refugee from Nazi Germany who immigrated to America and dedicated 
himself to the cause of civil rights, articulated this very idea in the words he spoke at 
the March on Washington, August 28, 1963: 
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When I was the rabbi of the Jewish community in Berlin under the Hitler 
regime, I learned many things. The most important thing that I learned 
under those tragic circumstances was that bigotry and hatred are not the 
most urgent problem. The most urgent, the most disgraceful, the most 
shameful and the most tragic problem is silence. A great people which 
had created a great civilization had become a nation of silent onlookers. 
They remained silent in the face of hate, in the face of brutality and in the 
face of mass murder. America must not become a nation of onlookers. 
America must not remain silent." 


After World War II, the civil rights movement in America enlisted the support 
of many American Jews who concluded that, had more German citizens been willing 
to defend the civil rights of Jews and other oppressed minorities during the 1930s, the 
Holocaust might well have been averted. The connection between Lincoln and the civil 
rights movement in the 1950s and 1960s was self-evident to many, but this moral lesson 
seemed particularly salient to many in the American Jewish community. Lincoln, the 
man who protected Jewish civil rights during his administration, would want American 
Jews to continue the fight for social justice. This assertion contributed to a widespread 
conviction that Jews in the post-Holocaust world must actively support the crusade 
for civil rights in America. To do anything less would be blasphemous to the memory 
of the six million Jews who perished in Europe. Commenting on the civil rights leg- 
islation that President Truman submitted to the U.S. Congress at the end of January 
1949, Cincinnati’s American Israelite emphasized that Abraham Lincoln had been a 
civil rights advocate in his era, and he would similarly want all people to support the 
modern civil rights movement: 


If a modest percentage of the verbal tributes paid annually to Abraham 
Lincoln were but translated into daily acts of living in the spirit of that 
great man, the world would be advanced immeasurably along the path to 
liberty, equality and fraternity. .. . 

Nevertheless Lincoln the man and Lincoln the legend continue to serve 
by firing countless thousands of individuals around the world with a love 
for democracy that is genuine and irresistible. 

In a day when a president has actually “sunk his teeth” into the hard 
core of the question of civil liberties, we need to study and to take to heart 
anew the lesson which the emancipator himself learned and taught in 
another dark and trying day in humanity’s long struggle upward.” 


Even into the 1980s, the annual commemoration of Lincoln’s birthday continued 
to prompt American Jews to anchor their commitment to breaking down walls of prej- 
udice and intolerance in the moral legacy inherited from the sixteenth president. Rabbi 
Judea B. Miller (1930-95) illustrated this phenomenon when he took note of the fact 
that, from the 1940s through the 1980s, National Brotherhood Week, sponsored by the 
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National Conference of Christians and Jews, fell during the third week of February—the 
week separating Lincoln’s and Washington’s birthdays. Despite the event’s symbolic 
temporal situation, Miller pointed out that after all the years of commemoration, the 
idea of brotherhood in America remained “really tentative and fragile.” There had been 
only halting progress, and as far as Miller was concerned, all that National Brotherhood 
Week had to offer the community was “our unsuccessful efforts for peace today and our 
frequent crusading attitude of self-righteousness.” Yet Miller found strength in the living 
legacy of Abraham Lincoln, who continued to inspire him to sustain the effort. “Maybe 
Brotherhood Week and the whole concept of human brotherhood is just a pious hope, 
a vague dream. But if it is just a dream, it is a wonderful dream. With more people of 
power who have the spirit of an Abraham Lincoln it may someday become a reality.”" 

In the most famous of all his addresses, the Gettysburg Address, Lincoln said, “It 
is for us the living, rather, to be dedicated here to the unfinished work which they who 
fought here have thus far so nobly advanced.” Although Lincoln most certainly was 
referring to the work of preserving the Union, he himself became a moral clarion that 
called on future generations of Americans to dedicate themselves to the “unfinished 
work” left by those who preceded them. Thus, in response to the question “What would 
Lincoln do?,” it has been repeatedly asserted that Lincoln would have never tolerated 
an immoral society. As one politician put it, Lincoln would have worked to abolish the 
“new slavery” of poverty, homelessness, drugs, and human despair.’? These ideas were 
particularly compelling to American Jews, who remembered him as a man who stood 
up for their constitutional rights. 

A week prior to Abraham Lincoln’s birthday in February 1956, Autherine Juanita 
Lucy (b. 1929), the first black student to attend the University of Alabama, was suspended 
only three days after she began her program in library science. Earlier that same day, a 
hostile mob had assembled to prevent Lucy from attending classes, and the university 
maintained it could no longer guarantee her safety. Commenting on this event, the edi- 
tors of the Jewish Advocate of Boston passionately denounced the bigotry that had given 
the world a “foul impression” of America. “We also know that it is a false impression,” 
the editor added, “created by the worst segment of the population.”?° 

The paper then called on its readers to pledge themselves to complete “Lincoln’s 
unfinished business.” Why? The editors reminded readers that when Lincoln was coming 
to power in the late 1850s, thousands of Jewish immigrants from Central Europe were 
flocking to these shores. At that time, many Americans feared these newcomers and 
joined the Know Nothing Party. Yet Abraham Lincoln stood up for those Jewish im- 
migrants—he had “better sense.” He “both typified and symbolized” a better America. 
For this very reason, the editors wrote, Jews and all Americans must follow Lincoln’s 
example “in the fight between the forces of light and darkness.” For Jews, Lincoln epit- 
omized a moral imperative that called them, as Jews and as Americans, to dare to do 
their duty as they understood it.?! 
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DOCUMENTS 


1. I Beseech You in His Name: Love the Oppressed 

2. He Would Stand Like a Rock for Human Rights 

3. Americanism and Lincoln’s Spirit 

4. “Love One’s Fellowmen without Distinction of Race or Color” 
5. A Jewish Lodestar 

6. Germany Desperately Needs a Lincoln 

7. How Would Lincoln Serve? 

8. Faith in Democracy Is as Eternal as Faith in One God 
g. Imagining Lincoln in the 1950s 

10. The Society of Jewish Science and Lincoln’s Ideology 
11. Calling the Jewish Community to Action 

12. May His Memory Be as a Blessing 


1.1 BESEECH YOU IN HIS NAME: LOVE THE OPPRESSED 


Jacob Salmon Raisin (1878-1946), a scholar and writer, was rabbi of Congregation Beth 
Elohim in Charleston, South Carolina, for nearly three decades. Raisin was about fourteen 
years old in 1892, when his parents immigrated to the United States from Russian Poland. 
Five years later he matriculated at Cincinnati’s Hebrew Union College, where he earned 
his rabbinical diploma. Before coming to Charleston in 1915, he served congregations 
in Port Gibson, Mississippi; Butte, 
Montana; Las Vegas, New Mexico; 
and Troy, New York. 

In 1906, while Raisin was the 
rabbi of Congregation B’nai Israel 
in Butte, he delivered a notewor- 
thy sermon on Lincoln’s birthday. 
He exhorted his listeners by saying, 
‘I beseech you by the love you bear 
his name to love the oppressed.” 
Raisin also told his congregation 
that Lincoln was “the benefactor 
not only of the Southern blacks but 


In 1906, Jacob Salmon Raisin, rabbi, 
Hebraist, and scholar, sermonized on 
Lincoln to his congregation in Butte, 
Montana. Courtesy The Jacob Rader Marcus 
Center of the American Jewish Archives, at 


the Hebrew Union College-Jewish Institute of 





Religion, Cincinnati, Ohio. 
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of the whites as well.” Nevertheless, Raisin preached, the “white man has sunk into 
bondage worse than was ever felt in the South.” If the American public ever hoped to 
confront the problems of “political corruption & economic rottenness,” they should 
rely on Lincoln for inspiration. “Emulate his example,” the rabbi told his people, and 
“love the oppressed.” 

Less than a decade later, Raisin would accept a call to Charleston, where he would 
become a firsthand witness to the stratified society he had criticized while he was serving 
in Butte. 


Lincoln, the First American 


“... Every man can say things that are true of Abraham Lincoln, but no man 
can say anything new of Abraham Lincoln”—this was the verdict of Fred- 
erick Douglas[s] over a quarter of a century ago. And who at this late hour 
can doubt its veracity? Who, after the manifold eulogies showered upon him 
since, after having been repeatedly declared by a grateful people as the First 
American after the best element in the South has united with the universal 
feeling of the North in doing honor to his memory & singing paeans of praise 
to his life & canonized as martyr & saint after his death, who now can venture 
to say anything true & yet new of Abraham Lincoln? 

That was a hero such as the world has seldom, if ever, seen before; that 
was a man for whose like we search but in vain in the voluminous annals of 
the past. Nor can we justly indulge in the hope of finding his equal in the 
unwritten records of the future. From the lowliest station in life he rose to 
the rank of the noblest of the earth; from a shepherd of flocks he grew to be 
a leader of men, from a rail-splitter he forged his way to the White House & 
from a humble boatman on the Mississippi he became the captain of the Ship 
of State. Like most of the great leaders of the people of Israel, like David, like 
Saul, like Moses himself, he removed all obstacles & hindrances, conquered all 
opposition & though not only unaided but even decried & derided by blinded 
dupes or scheming & envious time-servers, he succeeded in inscribing his 
name & enshrining his fame in the hearts of his countrymen to the remotest 
generation. ... 

Should only the black man be the friend of Abraham Lincoln? Should the 
African race alone whom he, like Moses the Jew, had liberated from a worse 
than Egyptian bondage, celebrate his birthday? Were he even a son of Ham 
we should have good cause to rejoice upon this contribution to mankind. Had 
he been born in any other part of the earth we might well be proud of & be 
grateful for such a specimen of noble manhood. I am thankful for a Booker T. 
Washington & a Louis [Lajos] Kossuth even [though] the one is not of my 
race & the other does not belong to my country. But since Lincoln was born 
on our soil & was flesh of our flesh & time of our time how great must be our 
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joy & how deep our gratitude for the blessing which in him God has bestowed 
upon our nation. 

Nor should this celebration be limited to the North. As one who lived for 
five years in the South & became more or less identified with their institutions, 
I claim him for our South land. He was a Southerner of Southerners. A Ken- 
tuckian by birth, he later on went to New Orleans & and spent several years as 
a boatman on the Mississippi: while as President of the United States he, with 
the great common sense sharpened in the school of adversity, had the good 
fortune of making real what our noblest Southern gentlemen, what Washing- 
ton, Jefferson, Patric[k] Henry & Richard Lee were dreaming of, striving for 
& searching after but could as yet only be as good as an ideal. And when his 
efforts were crowned with success, when he finally broke the yoke of slavery... 
has he not thereby [been] the benefactor not only of the Southern blacks but of 
the whites as well? The remover of the heaviest burden of the South as well as 
the realizer of the fondest hopes of the North? Are we not as much indebted to 
him for our moral salvation as are the negroes for their bodily emancipation? 

Alas that Abraham Lincoln who like Abraham our Patriarch walked in 
simplicity & integrity before the Lord, was nipped in the very midst of his 
usefulness. What could he not have accomplished for our country & especially 
the South, had not the murderous hand of an assassin suddenly removed him 
from the sphere of his activity? The grave race-problem which still stares us in 
the face & which God only knows when & how it will be solved might by this 
time have become a thing of the past. White & colored might now have learned 
their duties to each other & themselves, have known the requirements of the 
new era inaugurated by him & knowing them might have lived like brethren 
together in peace and harmony. But alas God saw fit otherwise. While our 
nation was Rachel-like bemoaning & finding no consolation for her bravest 
& best that were lost, while the skirts of Columbia were still crimson with 
the undried blood of her boys in blue & those in grey, she was suddenly to be 
bereaved of the greatest of them all, of Abraham Lincoln. 

About forty years have now elapsed since his death—as many years as 
the Children of Israel roamed in the Wilderness of Paran on their way to the 
Promised Land. What has not our nation endured during that long & dreary 
period! How often did not we too exclaim, in those gloomy, unsettled years, 
during the horrible Reconstruction Days, in the reign of the Carpet-bagger, 
when everyone did as was pleasing in his eyes; Ah, for the days of old, it was 
better then than now! But thank God, that period of fire and sword, of storm 
& stress is now nearing its close. Already the South has become a Land of 
Promise. Already the “New South” foreseen by [Henry W.] Grady,” fertil- 
ized by the blood of the fathers[,] is rising by the brains of their descendants. 
More prosperous than ever before, more enlightened than in the dark sixties 
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& seventies, better days, better years, are awaiting my people; days & years 
better by far than were ever expected & even most sanguinely hoped for by 
him whose birthday we recently celebrated, whom we lovingly call our “First 
American,” admire as the greatest of presidents, & cherish as the noblest of 
our citizens, the good, the brave, the “honest” Abraham Lincoln. 

In the dark days of 1862, President Lincoln issued a proclamation asking 
for three hundred thousand volunteers to fill the stricken ranks of the army. 
Immediately after the call, Mr. Gibbons,” of New York[,] wrote a poem, the 
first stanza of which read: 


We're coming, Father Abraham, 
Six hundred thousand more, 
From Mississippi’s winding stream 
& from New England’s Shore. 

We leave our plows & work-shops, 
Our wives & children dear, 

With hearts too full for utterance 
With but one silent tear; 

We dare not look behind us 

But steadfastly before 

We are coming Father Abraham, 
Six hundred thousand more. 


It is this cry that should be raised in our times of political corruption & 
economic rottenness. “We are serving Father Abraham!” We have freed the 
blacks, but the white man has sunk into bondage worse than was ever felt in the 
South. I beseech you by the memory of our martyred President to hate slavery 
of any sort, spiritual as well as physical. I beseech you by the love you bear his 
name to love the oppressed. I beseech you by the honor which you are willing 
to show the day of his birth to emulate his example, to try rather to be on the 
side of God than to expect God to come over on your side. In this way & in this 
way only, shall we best show our appreciation of & veneration for him who... 


Standing like a tower 

Our children shall behold his frame, 

The kindly-hearted,”° brave, foreseeing man, 
Sagacious, patient, dreading praise, not blame, 
New birth of our soil, the first American.?” 


Amen. 
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2. HE WOULD STAND LIKE A ROCK FOR HUMAN RIGHTS 


In 1898, a Congregationalist minister and Social Gospel activist named Charles Monroe 
Sheldon (1857-1946) published a volume titled In His Steps: “What Would Jesus Do?”8 
Nearly a century would pass before Sheldon’s question was rediscovered and flourished 
as a wildly popular American slogan.”° It was also at the dawn of the twentieth century 
that a similar question, “What would Lincoln do?,” began to be heard. Dozens of speakers 
and writers wondered aloud how Lincoln might have responded to contemporary social, 
political, economic, and religious challenges. This rhetorical device reached the height 
of its popularity during the era of World War I, but the trend, which waxed and waned 
throughout the twentieth century, included in every decade those who wanted to ponder 
what Lincoln would do if he were then alive. 

Rabbi Leon Harrison was one of many American rabbis who asked this question, 
first in February 1909, when he delivered a sermon marking the centennial of Lincoln’s 
birth. On that occasion, Harrison asserted that if Lincoln were still alive, he would be a 
political Progressive fighting for the rights of labor, children, and women.*° 

Harrison, delivering a very similar message to a group of elderly Jewish Civil War 
veterans on March 27, 1914, at Temple Israel in St. Louis, expressed confidence that 
he knew what Lincoln would do were he still alive. According to the rabbi, Lincoln 
would oppose corruption in government, fight the power of business monopolies, sup- 
port women’s suffrage, prohibit child labor, advance the needs of public education, pro- 
tect the rights of the “industrial classes,” and promote peace among the nations of the 
world. In short, the rabbi insisted that Lincoln, the first Republican president, would 
have actually been, in 1914, a Progressive just like the Democrat in the White House, 
Woodrow Wilson. 


What Would Lincoln Do in the White House Now? 


If then I ask, what would Lincoln do that has not yet been done by him who 
now occupies his high place of executive authority, what would the answer be? 

He would, I think, do some things to which the hand of his successor is 
set; and other things, too, that the nation has at heart to execute. 

He would stand like a rock, as in his own age, for human rights. He would 
defend the humble against the powerful; the small trader against the monop- 
olist that seeks to crush and ruin him by legal and immoral tricks. Lincoln 
always hated monopoly; for he believed absolutely in the equal rights of every 
man to our common, national inheritance of opportunity. Monopoly, he re- 
alized, not only crushes the individual, but corrupts the Commonwealth. It 
is the invisible government, as illegitimate as it is invisible. It is the hand that 
soils the whiteness of judicial ermine, whose tainted money contemptuously 
buys up the country cattle in our legislatures. To regulate and control these 
great corporations, by making them as amenable to the majesty of the Law 
as the humblest citizen, would surely be the first task that he would make his 
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own, so that the plain man may not be robbed of his inalienable rights; that he 
shall not be menaced and overshadowed by a giant competitor against whom 
he cannot hold his own. 

It is a pure accident that we have such a man in the White House today. 
He might have been a cheap and windy politician; for it is a political machine 
in this country that lifts up and throws down. It is a few bosses that govern, 
instead of the whole nation. They select, instead of all of us selecting, by direct 
vote of the people in the primaries, candidates that are finally to be balloted 
for at the polls. 

You ask what would Lincoln do? This reform in the original choice of 
candidates is emphatically what he would set himself to bring about. For he 
believed in a government of all the people, not of a few parasites upon the 
body politic; uncrowned tyrants, ruling more autocratically than any Czar. 
There is nothing that would be commended and promoted more zealously by 
Abraham Lincoln, in the spirit of his life and immortal achievements, than 
this great and needed change in the political administration of our country. 

For he believed in the equal rights of every man, yes, and of every woman. It 
may not be known to many, that Abraham Lincoln believed in Womans Suffrage, 
and publicly declared himself to that effect. He assuredly would have favored 
national legislation for the protection of women; to regulate their hours of labor; 
to guarantee them a minimum wage, at least equal to the cost of subsistence. 

He would certainly have thrown the whole force of his tremendous per- 
sonality against the diabolical horrors of Child Labor, as practiced in virtuous 
New England today, and more especially in the horrible child-working factories 
of the South, where their life is a hell worse than a convict’s jail. This horrible 
evil he would not long allow to mock at our boasted humanity, to defy with its 
heartless greed, the best endeavors of patriots and humanitarians. 

And the poor and unprivileged have not only economic rights, but also 
have intellectual rights of opportunity to acquire the traditional heritage of 
the mind. There are country colleges where many of our lads can work their 
way through, and gain an education by their own honest toil. But I know of 
no institution where all who come are furnished with this opportunity. And I 
am wondering whether it would not be within the scope of the United States 
government, to establish a great American University; not so much for the 
uncommon people, as for the common people; to teach not only the Arts and 
Sciences, but all professions and careers; where the poor boy might come and 
labor in the spirit of Ezra and Nehemiah, who built the walls of Jerusalem, with 
a sword in one hand and a trowel in the other; simultaneously building and 
battling. So our young men could fight the battle of subsistence, while laying 
stone upon stone of their intellectual structure. 

I believe that Abraham Lincoln, who studied by the light of a blazing 
pine log, and whose books could be counted on the fingers of one hand, 
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would be heart and soul in favor of establishing a great school of learning, 
where all the children of the poor could not only learn, but labor also for their 
livelihood. 

And I believe further and finally, that this great man, who, all through his 
early life, was in the dark shadow of impending war, and who was afterwards 
plunged into its blackest horrors, would have used every resource of his great 
wisdom, of his remarkable power over men, to bring nearer the peaceful set- 
tlement of all burning issues, not only between nation and nation, but between 
class and class. For the world is entering into a new epoch. Once the world-wide 
struggle was for political rights. Then came our great war for the equal civil 
rights of every man. And now the conflict is beginning on the part of mil- 
lions of workers, for their industrial rights. We have strikes; and the voluntary 
self-starvation of the poor, as well as the impoverishment of the rich, who will 
not yield, be it through pride, or principle. 

And the public suffers; and the poor suffer vastly more than the rich. The 
complex life of a civilized community may be suspended and paralyzed by 
such an industrial crisis. Power and authority must be used by the national 
government, to promulgate such a law as that of New Zealand, for the com- 
pulsory arbitration of industrial disputes. And while the decision of such a 
tribunal need not be obligatory, it should at least be rendered, and made public, 
some time before the strike is allowed to be declared, so that public opinion 
may be informed by an authority in which it has confidence; and may throw 
its tremendous influence on one side or on the other. I believe this would have 
been one of the cardinal aims of this man, whose own horny hands had toiled 
for years for his daily bread; whose whole heart deeply sympathized with and 
loved the poor; and who loved fair play and justice even more, as manifested in 
the right way, the short way, the truly American way of settling these terrible 
conflicts, that sometimes threaten to cleave our entire nation asunder. 

Peace between industrial classes would surely have been his aim and end. 
And peace between the nations. It would be a crowning glory of our generation, 
if in his spirit we would achieve a peaceful union with all of the great Powers, 
if we would agree to discontinue, by mutual consent, the present insane race 
for preeminence in armies and navies, and thus save the millions that are 
thus squandered in quickly obsolete engines of destruction; and if we would 
agree to arbitrate all questions whatsoever, not actually vital, to the existence 
of our nation. 

But if we make treaties, we must keep them. And no one would be more 
insistent than he, who was the soul of justice and honor, that when we enter 
into an agreement of plain and unmistakable meaning, like our treaty with 
England with regard to the Panama Canal, that we should keep it to the letter; 
even if conditions have changed, and it is not to our material profit to keep 
our plighted national word. Yet, whether it be profitable or not, it is necessary. 
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About this, there can be no question. It shames us, and lowers our dignity and 
good repute in the eyes of all civilized nations, that we do not at present propose 
to live up to our treaty with England, according to the common acceptance 
of the meaning of its terms by virtually all impartial and qualified witnesses. 

What would Lincoln do today, if he were clothed with his pristine power? 
This is indeed a question replete with interest and charm. But there is a question 
still more fascinating. It is this—what would Lincoln BE today? What type of 
man would most nearly represent him in his essence and deeper self, regardless 
of the surface qualities, due to his origin and environment; in the elements that 
are of interest to us, as they bespeak the powerful personality behind them all. 
I cannot help thinking, that to an important extent he would be, in far-flung 
vision, in the justice and sanity of his views, in the greatness and thoroughly 
patriotic inspiration of the ends set before him, much like the man we have 
chosen to be our ruler now. For he illustrates a splendid and characteristic type 
of American manhood. He is no man’s man; he is his own master. He obeys 
no dictation; he listens to no illicit suggestion. He is swayed and moved only 
by the divine passion of righteousness that is sovereign in the man. He is a 
true American. He not only rules us, but represents the best that is in us. ... 

What he was, what he would be, may we strive to be. May that gaunt and 
shadowy figure still cheer and hearten the wavering line; still be our captain 
and our chieftain, as he is our hero and national glory. 

Soldiers! This text for us, was a reality for you. Our aspirations were your 
achievements. We imagine the picture; you beheld the original. You knew him 
as he was. You beheld the mighty frame that enshrined his tender heart. His 
rugged and kindly face was known to you. You saw him, with eyes of flesh. 

And you recall him now, in his spirit and influence. You remember the 
sturdy virtues that he inspired or deepened in your valiant hearts—the cour- 
age, the patriotism, the self-sacrifice that were his, and yours too. Today brings 
back those great and glorious days. Today you recall once more those fields of 
honor and of tragedy. You remember your comrades, your companions who 
will not return, but who are not forgotten, who sleep in glory. And Fame rears 
their memorial. 

Once more you have entered this House of God, with your flag, our flag, 
borne before you, the flag of our beloved country. This flag was carried in by 
fewer than before. Time is gathering toll of your bowed frames and gray heads. 
And more and more, therefore, do we seek to honor you, does the nation wish 
to manifest its admiration and reverence for the heroes that were its brave 
defenders. And therefore we have asked our children here to sing the stirring 
songs of patriotism; and to look upon your venerable faces; and to see you 
salute the flag, the colors you have fought and bled for. The youngest are here 
to look upon our oldest and worthiest men. And their presence will console 
and animate you, and make you feel that you have not toiled and fought in 
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vain. For upon these young hearts your example and your very countenance 
shall be impressed; and into their young hands you will commit the heritage 
that you have won for this nation, that there may be under God a new birth 
of liberty; that the freedom so painfully won by this great American people 
shall not perish from the earth.*! 


3. AMERICANISM AND LINCOLN’S SPIRIT 


‘The Bureau of Jewish Education in New York City organized an association of high school 
students called the “League of the Jewish Youth.” The league actively sought to attract 
adolescents who were enrolled in a formal program of Jewish education as well as those 
who were “unschooled.” The league’s overarching mission was to strengthen the Jewish 
identification of these adolescents.** 

In 1918, the League of the Jewish Youth held a “Lincoln Program” at New York’s Central 
Jewish Institute. The program focused attention on the responsibilities and obligations 
of American citizenship. The event’s organizers reminded their young attendees to imbibe 
the spirit of freedom, home, and shared values that the United States offered its Jewish 
citizenry. At the same time, the adolescents were reminded that, as Jews, they had much 
to offer America. The program as well as the accompanying tableau reproduced from 
another event which took place in Milwaukee on May 19, 1919, underscored the sought-for 
ideal of “blending” Jewish heritage and American life. 

As we see from the program itself, Rabbi Jacob Kohn (1881-1968) of New York’s 
Ansche Chesed Synagogue delivered a keynote address titled “A Jewish Conception of 
Lincoln.” Unfortunately, the text of Kohn’s address on that occasion does not seem to 
have survived. However, reproduced below are excerpts from another Lincoln address 
that Kohn gave as they were reported in the New York Times in February 1923. Speak- 
ing before a meeting of the United Synagogue of America, the congregational body of 
Conservative Judaism, Kohn expressed grave concern over the American government's 
approach to reconstruction and reconciliation since World War I. He urged his listeners 
to consider what Lincoln would do if he could advise the nation. Lincoln would call 
upon America to behave with “charity, .. . love and good-will” toward all the nations 
of the world. 


What Is Americanism and What Does It Demand of Us? 


Can it demand that we deny who we are? Is it possible that it should ask us to 
become estranged from our fathers and mothers? Shall it ask us to forget the 
People from whom we are sprung? 

No! For Americanism is something positive, not negative; it demands a 
loyalty, not a disloyalty. 

America demands that we give to it what is finest and most profound in 
our People’s life. What these things are we have sought to inscribe on the em- 
blem of our League. “Torah, Avodah, Gemiluth Hasodim,”*4 symbolize for us 
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all of those spiritual ideals and that spirit of service which we have struggled 
to develop throughout the forty centuries of our history. 

But in no less degree does America demand that we also take from it what 
is finest and most profound in its own life. And we are gathered here tonight 


for just this purpose—to gain a little deeper insight into the great things for 


which America stands. 


This, then, is the confession of faith of our League of the Jewish Youth. 
Not by negation and neglect of our Jewish souls, but by contributing what 
is finest in us to America and by taking the finest in America unto ourselves 


can we become loyal to America. 








PROGRAM 


1. Star Spangled Banner 


2. Our Conception of Americanism 


Audience 


‘The League of the Jewish Youth, recited by Rose Goldman 


3. Introduction of the Chairman 


4. Introductory Address 


5. Violin Solo Concerto No 2. 
6. Recitation: “The Jesters Recantation” 


7. Vocal Solo 
e Swanee River 
e Old Black Joe 
e Comin’ through the Rye 


8. Address: “A Jewish Conception of Lincoln” 
9. Hatikvah 
Miss Sadie Cheifetz at the piano 


10. Dancing* 


Daniel Cogan, Pres. Inter-Club Council 


Abraham A. Silberberg, Chairman, 
Social Activities Committee 


Leonard Phillip Geller 
Mr. Philip Adler 
Miss Rose Rabbach 


Rabbi Jacob Kohn 


Audience 








Need of Lincoln’s Spirit 


His Reconstruction Policy Seen as World’s Hope 


by Rabbi Kohn 


Special to the New York Times 
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Pittsburgh, Feb. 12—The need today for Lincoln’s reconstruction policy as 
outlined in his second inaugural address, was stressed by Rabbi Jacob Kohn 
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Americanization pageant, Milwaukee, 1919. For thousands of east European Jewish immi- 
grant children, Lincoln epitomized the true American spirit. Courtesy Wisconsin Historical Society, 
WHS-5348. 


of New York at the annual convention of the United Synagogue of America, 
which is taking place here today. 

“His formula was a simple one,” said Rabbi Kohn. “He would proceed 
with ‘malice toward none, with charity for all .. . to do all which may achieve 
and cherish a just and lasting peace among ourselves and with all nations.’ 
He did not live to see the politicians of his day make mock of the sentiment to 
which he had pledged the nation. In that he was more fortunate than one of 
his successors in the presidential office. 

“The world is still seeking an effective formula for reconstruction. Can 
we not imagine Lincoln urging upon the nations, America included, the 
policy which once he offered to our nation alone in the hour of bitter feud? 
Of charity, of love and good-will there is but little on earth today; of bigotry 
and of malice there is a heart-breaking abundance. Old national feuds have 
been revived and intensified, racial hate and suspicion are being fanned 
into flame; religious intolerance once more unseats men’s reason, so that the 
better world order of which men have dreamed and for which the youth of 
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the world was called upon to spill its blood seems to have been but a mirage 
of the human soul. 

“The wisest political formulae, the most astute economic plans, will remain 
abortive unless the spirit in which men undertake the task of reconstruction 
is that which Lincoln foreshadowed.”%6 


4. “LOVE ONE’S FELLOWMEN WITHOUT DISTINCTION OF RACE OR COLOR” 


Samuel S. Cohon (1888-1958) immigrated to the United States in 1904 and was ordained 
at Hebrew Union College in Cincinnati in 1912. In 1921, when the sermon quoted here 
was written, Cohon served as rabbi of Temple Mizpah in Chicago. A few years later, 
in 1923, he returned to Cincinnati to become a professor of theology at his alma mater, 
where he remained until his death. Rabbi Cohon was an important figure in Jewish 
academic life and published numerous books and articles, many of which focus on the 
relationship between Judaism and Christianity. He also played an influential role in the 
development of the “newly revised version” of The Union Prayerbook, which was first 
published in 1940.*” 

In the following excerpts from Cohon’s sermon of February 11, 1921, titled “The 
Character of Abraham Lincoln,” Cohon took aim at the rise of nativist sentiment that 
plagued American society during and after World War I. The rabbi had little use for 
the wave of xenophobia and, especially, the exclusionary nationalism that was termed 
“100 percent Americanism.” It is also interesting to note how, in 1921, Cohon was decry- 
ing “all those who seek to strengthen the barriers that stand between the White man 
and the Negro” as well as those who fostered religious prejudice. Lincoln’s religious con- 
victions shaped his “life-mission” and spurred him to expand “human liberty.” Amer- 
ica and American Jewry, he asserted, should follow Lincoln’s personal example in their 
effort to live religious lives. 


The Character of Abraham Lincoln 


Lincoln affiliated himself with no Christian denomination, but he was a thor- 
oughly religious man. The Bible was his chief companion through life. He read 
it as a boy and drew inspiration from its pages as a man. By it he was sustained 
in his doubts and guided in his difficulties. From it he learned that to believe in 
a living God, to love God with all heart and soul, and to love one’s fellowmen 
without distinction of race or color, is the whole of religion. His entire outlook 
upon life and upon the problems of the day, was colored by ideals of the Bible. 
In his farewell address to his friends at Springfield in 1861, he expressed himself 
in these words: “I now leave, not knowing when or whether I shall return, with 
a task before me greater than that which rested upon Washington. Without 
the assistance of that divine Being who ever attended him, I cannot succeed. 
With that assistance, I cannot fail. Trusting in Him, who can go with me and 
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remain with you and be everywhere for good, let us confidently hope that all 
will be well.” In approaching the great issues of the day, he ceaselessly sought 
the light of God. And he gave evidence to his faith, in his public addresses, 
which are Biblical not only in language but also in spirit. In fact, he appears 
like a character from the Hebrew Bible. His Inaugural Address and his procla- 
mations display a profound trust in the mercy and justice of God. Like a priest 
he seeks atonement for the people, and like a prophet he chastises them and 
leads them to summits of religious aspiration. He pleaded with them: “We have 
grown in numbers, wealth, and power, as no other nation has grown; but we 
have forgotten God. .. . We have been the recipients of the choicest bounties 
of heaven. Intoxicated by unbroken success we have become . . . too proud to 
pray to the God that made us. We have been preserved these many years in 
peace and prosperity. It behooves us, then, . . . to confess our national sins, 
and to pray for clemency and forgiveness.” In public as in personal crises, he 
sought strength and consolation in prayer. 

His sterling honesty and firm faith in God and in right, shaped his 
life-mission of securing the foundations of national Union and of human 
liberty. ... 

His broad sympathies put to shame our one hundred percenters who are 
ready to deny their fellow citizen’s freedom of thought and of expression, who 
seek to promote the welfare of our country through jealous intrigues against 
neighboring lands. His big heart that beat with love for the downtrodden and 
the disinherited masses, stands out as an eternal warning against those who 
perpetuate the institution of slavery under changed forms. It warns all those 
who seek to strengthen the barriers that stand between the White man and the 
Negro and who sharpen the prejudices of men of one religious denomination 
against those of another. To all forward-looking men throughout the world, 
his faith in democracy is like a pillar of fire illumining their way through our 
trying days of reconstruction. And his simple yet profound faith in and love 
of God are an inspiration and a benediction to all who seek the Lord and rely 
upon His guidance.** 


5. A JEWISH LODESTAR 


For some rabbis, Abraham Lincoln served as a Jewish role model. According to Rabbi 
Philip A. Langh (1895-1946) of Anshe Emes*? Congregation in Chicago, President Lincoln 
was “the nearest to the Jewish genius in character, in spirit, in ideals.” Langh implied that 
American Jews would be well served to make Lincoln a Jewish lodestar. The American Jew 
was “only paying homage to the memory of the greatest [American leader] of them all” 
when they emulated Lincoln’s Jewish ideals: compassion (rachmonos), humility (anovos), 
and integrity (t’mimus). 
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Jewish Ideals in Lincoln 


“Lincoln is not a type. He stands alone—no ancestors, no fellows, no successors.” 

These words uttered about the great emancipator are of particular meaning 
to the Jew. There is no leading figure in American history whose character so 
much approximates the genius of the Jew as does that of Abraham Lincoln, 
whose life so expresses those traits that have ever been held up and idealized 
by the Jew. 

In reading of the life of Lincoln, the student of Jewish literature is immedi- 
ately reminded of the figure of Hillel, the great rabbi and scholar, who lived in 
Palestine shortly before the destruction of the second Jewish commonwealth, 
and who later became its patriarch. A striking parallel can be drawn of the 
lives of the two men. Both came from poor and lowly homes and both rose 
to the highest position within the gift of their people. One spent his youthful 
days pioneering in the unsettled lands of the middle west, clearing woods, 
building humble log cabins and out of the untamed wilderness endeavoring 
to eke out a mere existence. The other’s early years were passed in Babylonia, 
regarded at the time by the older Jewish settlement of Palestine as a barbarous 
land without culture and civilization. 

As boys, both labored at the same occupation—Lincoln a rail splitter, Hil- 
lel, the wood chopper. Both were thirsty for knowledge; in their love of learning 
both were typically Jewish. In the country where Lincoln was brought up, there 
were few books obtainable. Whenever he heard of one anywhere, far or near, 
he would go on foot to borrow it. “I have read all the books I have ever heard 
of in the country for a circuit of fifty miles,” writes the young Lincoln. And of 
Hillel, we well know that fascinating story of the lad who, refused admission 
into the academy because unable to pay the fee, climbed to the skylight over 
the class rooms, lying there covered by a blanket of snow, yet unmindful of the 
cold, while drinking in the words of living waters that issued below from the 
lips of the great teachers, Shmaya and Abtalyon.*® 

Both were known for their infinite patience; for that true humility; for the 
golden gentleness that the Jews call “anovo.” Amid their exalted position they 
each retained a simplicity that was genuine, a humanness that was touching. 
Both would mingle unassumingly with everyone, listening to their lowliest 
wants and attending to their humblest petitions. When Lincoln was asked by 
his advisors to send away a throng that was tiring him with its petty troubles, 
he said: “They don’t want much and they get so little. Each one considers 
his business of great importance. I know how I should feel if I were in their 
place.” 

And of Hillel similarly, “Be gentle as Hillel” became a common proverb. 
“My humility is my greatness and my greatness is my humility,” was one of 
his sayings. In the minds of a loving posterity Hillel became the symbol for 
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patience. A man once came to him and, wishing to scoff at religion, challenged 
him to teach him Judaism while standing on one foot. He had previously gone 
to Shammai, the contemporary and fellow scholar of Hillel, but who, incensed 
at the impudence, had thrown the stranger out. But Hillel was gentle and so 
he said to him: “Do not do unto others what thou wouldst not that others do 
unto thee. This is the whole of the Torah. The rest is mere commentary.” This 
recalls again Lincoln’s summary of religion when he declared: “Whenever any 
church will inscribe over its altar as qualification of membership the statement, 
“Thou shalt love the Lord, thy God, with all thy heart, with all thy soul and 
with all thy might, and ‘Love thy neighbor as thyself’—that church will I join 
with all my heart and with all my soul.” 

Both were given at the hands of an admiring people the highest gift within 
their power, one the presidency of the Sanhedrin, the other the leadership of 
a continent. Hillel, when elected over and above many rivals, humbly said to 
them: “It is not because I am cleverer than you that I have been appointed 
head of the Sanhedrin.” Witness Lincoln’s beautiful remark to his compatriots 
when in February, 1861, leaving Springfield to assume his arduous duties at the 
national capitol, he said: “Without the assistance of the Divine Being, I cannot 
succeed: with that assistance I cannot fail.” 

There are other qualities of character that endear Lincoln to the student of 
Jewish thought. Lincoln was deeply religious, imbued by a sense of profound 
piety and feeling the ever-presence of God. For a mind reared in the environs 
of western America like his, it was unusual to have developed the conception 
of national sin. Lincoln regarded the Civil War as a punishment of God upon 
America, both north and south, for the sin of having enslaved a whole people. 
In his second inaugural he said: “The Almighty has his own purposes... . 
He gives to both north and south this terrible war as the woe due to those by 
whom the offense came. ... As was said three thousand years ago, so still it 
must be said, “The judgments of the Lord are true and righteous altogether.” 

In the president of the United States to find the consciousness of national 
sin, of a sin that calls for collective atonement, is to say the least, surprising. It 
was not the scolding ofan Isaiah of old, or of Amos—not the rebuke of rabbi or 
priest—not the utterance of an evangelist or missionary, nor the fanaticism of a 
religious zealot, but it was Lincoln the commander-in-chief of the armies of the 
north, who said: “We have grown in numbers, wealth and power, as no other 
nation has ever grown. But we have forgotten God. We have been the recipients 
of the choicest bounties of heaven. Intoxicated by unbroken success we have 
become too proud to pray to the God that made us. We have been preserved in 
peace and prosperity. It behooves us then to confess our national sins and to 
pray for clemency and forgiveness.” Nor were these words addressed to a camp 
of contrite sinners, nor to a church in solemn worship assembled, but it was 
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a national proclamation to the millions of citizenry by the president of their 
republic. It expresses a “tmimus,” a religious piety characteristically Jewish. 

As arbiter over the fate and destiny of millions of soldiers, it oft fell to the 
lot of Lincoln to exercise clemency to condemned men and to grant pardons, a 
privilege of which he oft availed himself and for which he was much censured. 
But he could not help it. He had the quality of “rachmonos”’—the quality of 
mercy—in a large measure. Is there a finer story extant of Lincoln than that of 
the pardon granted to William Scott, the young soldier found asleep while on 
sentry duty and sentenced to be shot? The president in response to the latter’s 
appeal said: “My boy, you are not going to be shot tomorrow. I am going to 
send you back to your regiment. But I have been put to a good deal of trouble 
on your account .. . and what I want to know is, how are you going to pay 
my bill?” The young soldier answered and spoke of various ways in which he 
could raise money to pay the president. Then Lincoln put his hands on the 
lad’s shoulders, looked into his face as though sorry and said: “My boy, my 
bill is a very large one. Your friends cannot pay it, nor your bounty, nor your 
farm nor all your comrades. There is only one man in all the world who can 
pay it and his name is William Scott. If from this day William Scott does his 
duty, so that if I were there when he came to die, he could look me in the face 
as he does now and say, I have kept my promise, and I have done my duty as 
a soldier, then my debt will be paid. Will you make that promise and try to 
keep it?” Some months later the young soldier, while rescuing wounded from 
the firing line, was shot mortally and thus paid the full measure of devotion 
that his commander-in-chief had asked of him. 

The late lamented Solomon Schechter, who wrote a remarkable essay on 
Lincoln showing a wonderful insight into the genius of the martyred presi- 
dent, pointed out that Lincoln’s inimitable faculty of story telling and using 
parables is thoroughly akin to the Jewish characteristic of using the “mo- 
shol” or “comparison,” and the “maaseh” or “story.” There have been written 
volumes of stories and parables attributed to the master story teller, that he 
uttered—and did not utter—and this aspect of the great emancipator is one 
of the most attractive. 

But whether in his profound religious piety, whether in his quality of 
“rachmonos,” whether in his true “anovo” or humility, whether in his craving 
for knowledge, whether in his talent for “moshol,” whether in a life strangely 
parallel to that of our own Hillel, the close kinship of Lincoln with Jewish 
ideals is evident. It is not disrespectful of the other great men of American 
history; it is only paying homage to the memory of the greatest of them all to 
say that the nearest to the Jewish genius in character, in spirit, in ideals, was 
Abraham Lincoln. 

And so it is indeed true what has been said of him. “Lincoln is not a type. 
He stands alone—no ancestors, no fellows, no successors.” 
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6. GERMANY DESPERATELY NEEDS A LINCOLN 


In February 14, 1933, the Jewish Advocate published excerpts from an address Rabbi Ste- 
phen S. Wise delivered to mark Lincoln’s birthday. He used the occasion to comment on 
contemporary events—national elections in Germany that were scheduled to take place 
some two weeks later, on March 5. Adolf Hitler had already been named chancellor of 
Germany in January 1933, so there was every reason to believe the Germans would vote 
Hitler and his Nazi Party into office. 

Wise used Lincoln as a foil for Hitler. He began by comparing the values that Lincoln 
and Hitler espoused, and then the rabbi extended this parallel by comparing the moral 
fiber of America to that of Germany. The rabbi made it clear that in spite of the fact that 
Germany desperately needed a Lincoln in 1933, the nation would almost certainly select 
his moral antipode. Wise concluded by asserting that under crisis and pressure, Amer- 
icans have always chosen the greatest of leaders to extricate them from the difficulties 
they faced. On the eve of the German elections, Wise predicted the Germans would turn 
their backs on their “great and classic tradition of learning and freedom” by handing over 
their government to the likes of Hitler. 


Germany Chooses Hitler—America Chose Lincoln 


New York, Feb. 14 (Special Correspondence)—In the course of the address by 
Rabbi Stephen S. Wise before the Free Synagogue at Carnegie Hall on Lincoln’s 
birthday, Dr. Wise said: 

“To marvel at the surrender of Germany to Hitlerism is not to interfere 
in German policies. Germany is free to choose any sort of government from 
extreme right to extreme left. Germany may deem it wise and needful, at 
the behest of its captains of industry, to choose a regime which shall seek to 
destroy the German Socialist and Communist groups. These are German, 
not American problems, save as a problem and its solution in one land has its 
reverberations in every other land. 

“If we deal with Hitler, it is not because he is Fascist, or Nazist, not because 
he is in favor of revision of the Versailles peace treaty or the Polish corridor. 
These are world problems and our interest in them is that of Americans and 
humans. But insofar as Hitlerism includes a definitely formulated and activated 
anti-Jewish policy, we are deeply concerned, and we believe that Americans, 
irrespective of faith and racial origin, will come to share our concern touching 
the danger to the German republic of forswearing its enlightened and basic 
policy of equal and inviolate rights for all its citizens. 

“Nor will Americans of faith and race other than our own view with 
tolerance or equanimity the threatened invasion of Jewish rights and the con- 
tinuance of assaults upon Jewish life and property by the followers of Hitler. 
Jews are not strangers nor aliens in Germany. They have lived in Germany fora 
thousand years, they have been among Germany’s builders and creators. Some 
of Israel’s greatest sons have been among the noblest figures in the intellectual 
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and spiritual life of Germany. Jews, wherever they may dwell, whether in Ger- 
many or in America, can hardly be expected to learn with unconcern that the 
fundamental rights of Jews are endangered, Jews whose residence in Germany 
goes back a thousand years and more, by the leader of a political party whose 
German citizenship dates back one year. 

“Let it not be thought that only Jewish rights are imperiled, though these 
are most gravely assailed in theory and in substance alike by the Hitlerist party. 

“Hitlerism may do unlimited damage to Jews, but it will do still more 
hurt to the German Republic and the German name. The world is beginning 
to turn with sympathy and understanding to the German people who have 
waged a valiant battle for their own rehabilitation and that sympathy will be 
alienated, that sympathy will be lost if Germany should give carte blanche to a 
group of men who have boasted that Jews must be degraded to a lower status of 
citizenship, that Jews must be virtually eliminated from the callings in which 
they have fruitfully and beneficently served for centuries. 

“In saying that America chose Lincoln and Germany is in danger of choos- 
ing Hitler, I would not pretend that America has always chosen Lincolns and 
Germany has always chosen Hitlers. I do, however, maintain that in the time 
of America’s most awful crisis, America chose its greatest son, chose him who 
alone stands as the peer of the ‘father of his country. America chose Lincoln 
who, at a time of fratricidal strife and bitterest divisiveness brought to the 
sundered halves of his country and its people a program of reconciliation, a 
policy of infinite forbearance. Thus Lincoln said: “With charity to all and with 
malice to none. Germany chooses Hitler, who, whatever the rightfulness or 
wrongfulness of his political-economic program substitutes for the maxim of 
Lincoln ‘With charity for Nordics and malice to Semites.’ Such a principle, such 
a program, such a policy cannot serve a great nation. A house is never served 
by him who divides it against itself. A nation can only be served by apostles of 
forbearance and understanding and conciliation. Lincoln was such an apostle. 
It were well for Germany, with its great and classic tradition of learning and 
freedom, to bethink itself before it embarks upon an adventure which will mean 
that its decisions touching its inner affairs shall be spoken by the sword.” 


7. HOW WOULD LINCOLN SERVE? 


Dr. Samuel H. Goldenson (1878-1962), rabbi of Congregation Emanu-El of New York City, 
exuded a palpably grim disposition as he spoke from his pulpit on the 130th anniversary 
of Lincoln’s birth, February 12, 1939. He was distressed by world events. During the course 
of the preceding year, Hitler’s behavior had become increasingly ominous. The Anschluss, 
Germany’s annexation of Austria, took place on March 13, 1938. On September 30, 1938, 
France, Britain, and Italy handed Germany the Sudetenland. The Nazis ransacked more 
than 1,000 synagogues and broke the windows of more than 7,500 Jewish businesses on 
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“Kristallnacht” (the “Night of Broken Glass”) on November 9-10, 1938. Little wonder why 
Goldenson began his sermon by observing, “I doubt whether at any time since [Lincoln] 
passed into the Great Beyond has the anniversary [of his birth] been so significant, has 
the anniversary been fraught with so much sense of the relevance of his life for our day, 
as in this year 1939.” 

What would Lincoln do if he was alive in the year 1939? Goldenson maintained 
that Lincoln would live by the precepts of “moral reason.” Contrasting Lincoln and his 
manifest respect for reason and for the values of human individualism with the mindless 
and wanton cruelty of modern dictators, Goldenson viewed Lincoln as an “exemplar 
of democracy and humanity” in a modern world that stood on the brink of war. “If you 
and I feel him more,” the rabbi concluded, “if you and I live by his nature and his vision 
more—the world will become a better place to live in.” 


If Abraham Lincoln Were Alive Today: A Sunday Sermon 


We have had many anniversaries since Lincoln died but I doubt whether at 
any time since he passed into the Great Beyond has the anniversary been so 
significant, has the anniversary been fraught with so much sense of the rel- 
evance of his life for our day, as in this year 1939. And why? Because during 
recent months especially there has developed for us the full realization of a 
type of thinking about human beings, about human life, about human soci- 
ety that contrasts itself so completely with Abraham Lincoln and his ways of 
thinking about man and man’s place in the economy of the world. Of all the 
great figures in history I doubt whether there has ever been a leader of men, 
aside from Moses himself, who constitutes such an antithesis, such a complete 
antithesis, between himself and the dictators of our day. He stands at the 
opposite pole from them. Every aspect in which he may be compared with 
them—his personal qualities of mind and heart, his conception of the nature 
of man, his thought about life in general, his philosophy of human welfare, his 
political policies and program, and his personal commitments—all of them 
range him upon the opposite side, completely opposed to the men who are 
known as the dictators in modern society. And this morning let me indicate 
the major differences between Abraham Lincoln as a leader of men, asa great 
political spokesman, and the dictators of our day. 

To Abraham Lincoln the source of all value was found in the nature and 
the worth and the dignity of the individual man, the concrete human being 
without reference to race or creed or color. He loved the individual and all his 
thinking began with his estimate of the value of the individual, his respect for 
a human soul because it was a human soul. ... 

You know, friends, this makes me wonder what has happened to society. I 
often say to myself: How can we explain some of the things that are happening 
in our day? You know what happens if a sorrow comes into your own family: 
A child dies, a father or mother dies, a husband or wife dies—how we become 
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grief stricken. Very often the world becomes totally dark for us because of the 
sorrow through the bereavement of a beloved one. See how precious human 
life is to us and how much our happiness and our sorrow are bound up with 
human lives, with men and women that are close to us. How precious they 
are to us. And I ask myself: What happens in human society that enables men 
and women, especially men—let me leave out the women—enables men to 
plan war upon a large scale? It is an enterprise in which one group of men 
actually try to kill another group of men as if these persons who are killed in 
war cease to be brothers and sisters, cease to be husbands and wives, cease to 
be fathers and mothers. And yet that is exactly what is happening in modern 
society—planning war ona large scale as if human beings cease to be precious. 

Now Abraham Lincoln could not think that way. His eye was always fas- 
tened upon the concrete person who is the center of a network of relationship. 
Now, friends, contrast this point of view of vision with the central doctrine 
of the dictator states. What is the source and seat of value in dictatorships? 
Not the individual person, not the concrete human being, not the man or the 
woman as a person, but rather the state, the totality of something that they call 
the state. See how impersonal it is. See how far-off it is. See what a complete 
change of attitude there is. The state is the important thing. The state must be 
served. The state must be saved. The state must be worked for—whatever that 
is. And the result is that the individual is lost sight of. He becomes merely the 
means, the tool, an instrument to serve the state itself. That is the first and 
the first great difference between Lincoln’s thinking and the thinking of the 
dictators. On the one hand you have man the concrete. On the other you have 
the state, the impersonal and the abstract. 

... And what is the contrast to Abraham Lincoln at this particular point. 
How do the dictators serve their cause? Not through rational thinking but 
through force—the use of sheer power. Not mentality, not morality but sheer 
physical force. There is here a throwback to the earlier days when men had 
not achieved the maturity of thoughtful and responsible persons. And let me 
tell you that that is the reason why there has developed in the recent thinking 
of the dictators a rather new policy. Or if it is not altogether new it has been 
developed with greater emphasis than ever. And what is that new policy? It 
is the public policy of hatred—hatred as a public policy. Why? Because after 
all the average person, no matter where he lives, whether he lives in England 
or in America or in France or in Germany or in Italy, the average person has 
something good in him, something kind, something soft, something lovely 
in him. The average person is not a brute. He does not like force to be used 
on him and he does not like to use force on another. And because the average 
person does not like the use of force and the agency of power, that person has 
to be indoctrinated so that he will be moved to be something different than 
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he normally is. That is the reason why there is an effort to fill his heart with 
hatred. It is only when he becomes filled with hatred and fear that he can use 
force, that he will be willing to use force. So we have in modern society hatred 
and fear as new public policies. 

Oh, how this contrasts itself with Abraham Lincoln. There is no man 
in the history of our civilization who detested hatred more than Abraham 
Lincoln. Possibly you recall the utterance that he gave in the very midst of 
the Civil War. Those that knew him said that he was the unhappiest man in 
the world during the war because the kindliest of men, the simplest of men, 
found himself engaged in a business that was so contrasting to his nature. 
Knowing that he was right in his eagerness to save these common black folk 
from bondage, knowing all these things yet nothing compensated him for the 
realization that human beings were hurting one another, even murdering one 
another. And in the midst of the Civil War during his inaugural address he 
came forth with one of the noblest utterances of all time: “With malice toward 
none and charity towards all.” Just think of it. “With malice toward none and 
charity towards all.” 

When have we heard the word of charity last in the modern world. When 
has one of these dictators ever spoken of charity or appreciation or things like 
that. Here is Abraham Lincoln, the gentlest and the kindest of persons. Why. 
Because force was not in his nature. He would not believe in force. Rather he 
believed in moralized freedom. 

And the next contrast that we find between him and the dictators is in 
his insistence throughout that the supreme guarantee for human beings liv- 
ing together is that they should live under law—live under law—and to him 
law was the collective will of the people themselves. No human being is ever 
secure in a society, who does not live in a society, that believes in law, that 
has a constitution of mutual understanding and mutual respect. Throughout 
his period, even during the great war, many a suggestion was made to him to 
interpret the law differently to gain his advantage or to speed up or accelerate 
his purposes by changing the basic law. And always he resisted it. He opposed 
it on the ground that ultimately the sole source and guarantee of the individual 
is to uphold the law as it is. And if a change is required, that change must come 
in the regular way—through the provisions made in the basic law. 

Compare this with what is happening in the dictator states. Those unhappy 
people living in Germany or in Italy or in Japan. They do not know from day to 
day what may happen. A new decree may be made at any time, at any time, by 
the individual and not through the operation of the regular forces in accordance 
with a basic law. Here then is another great difference. [In] the law there is the 
expression of an individual will. It is the expression of an individual purpose. 
It is the expression of the commitment of a single mind that speaks of itself as 
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the arbiter of the will and the destiny of the people. It is altogether unthinkable 
for a man of Abraham Lincoln's character to assume such a role. Why? 

This brings me to the last aspect of the difference, for after all this includes 
all the rest: the personal difference. Abraham Lincoln had two major qualities— 
personal qualities—honesty and humility. You know, friends, very often the 
complex things of life, the difficult problems in human relations, derive from 
very simple traits of nature. Abraham Lincoln was an honest person. He was 
known as honest Abe. And the honesty had to do with two things: his love of 
facts, his love of reality. He had an eye for things as they were. And then a great 
passion to state what he saw accurately, honestly. That is a double quality: realism 
as to the outside; self-criticism within. And so whatever he thought about any 
problem he stated that problem so simply, so directly, that the commonest man 
understood. He drew his illustrations, he drew his stories, from the things that 
everyone can see and understand and feel. And so he was known as “Honest 
Abe.” And then too Abraham Lincoln was one of the humblest of men. It is true 
he was born ina lowly place, born in a lowly capacity. Why, friends, there are any 
number of persons who are born in lowly places and are not humble. Abraham 
Lincoln liked to do two things: He liked to remind himself of his lowly birth 
and he liked to remind others of his lowly birth. Sometimes we recall our lowly 
birth but keep it to ourselves. Abraham Lincoln had a way of calling attention 
to it because of his great honesty, because there was a lesson in it, because he 
wanted to challenge others to be humble of the lowly state of most people in 
life. Most people do not occupy the important positions in life. Most people in 
life are not fitted for them. And Abraham Lincoln felt that it would help him if 
he reminded himself and others that he was one of them. 

With such qualities one cannot become a dictator. Abraham Lincoln 
would check his utterances and very often with the effect they had upon the 
lowliest and the commonest. You know, friends, that he was one of the great 
debaters in American history. He always submitted his point of view, his line 
of reasoning to others, not only that he might be sure of himself but that they 
might know exactly how he thought and felt. Now that is a point of view, an 
aspect of thinking, that is entirely different from the dictators. Here then is 
Abraham Lincoln. He lives for us again as he should live and I hope he will live 
throughout the ages. What a great asset he has been. What a great challenge 
he is. And I hope and pray that the time will come when he will become an 
influence in the lives of others across the sea as he has been here. And may the 
time come even here when he shall be more deeply favored, more genuinely 
loved, than ever before. If you and I understand him more, if you and I feel 
him more, if you and I live by his nature and his vision more—the world will 
become a better place to live in, and will become the exemplar of democracy 
and humanity than which nothing else is more needed in our day. 

Amen.“4 
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8. FAITH IN DEMOCRACY IS AS ETERNAL AS FAITH IN ONE GOD 


Like his colleague Samuel Goldenson, Rabbi Ferdinand M. Isserman of Temple Israel in St. 
Louis advised his congregation to look to Lincoln as they faced an impending world war. On 
Friday evening, December 29, 1939, Isserman was inspired to speak about Lincoln after he 
had seen a local performance of Robert Sherwood’ play Abe Lincoln in Illinois. The theme 
of the rabbis sermon was the fate of democracy in a world that was facing a rise of fascism. 

In his conclusion, Isserman compares Lincoln to Moses, Socrates, Jesus, and John 
Huss, all of whom were reformers who, like Lincoln, were ahead of their times. They all 
faced bitter opposition during their lifetimes, yet future generations eventually learned 
to revere their wisdom. “No American is more significant,” Isserman asserts, than Lin- 
coln, and he challenged his congregation to do what Lincoln would have done: “preserve 
and... protect that liberty and that democracy” for which Lincoln and so many of their 
predecessors fought and died. 


Robert Sherwood’s Abe Lincoln in Illinois 


It is being urged today that there is no guarantee that democracy is the last 
word on government. Elemental governmental forms have changed in the past. 
Why shall we assume that they will not change in the future? Why should we 
take it for granted that the particular form of government that is ours now, 
has about it the stamp of eternity. Judaism is now more than twenty centuries 
old. Its belief in One God and one humanity was created by Moses and the 
prophets many, many, generations ago. In all the centuries that have passed, 
there have been many changes in the world. Boundary lines have been changed. 
Continents have been settled. Peoples have migrated. Languages have appeared 
and disappeared. Power has been wielded by different empires. Feudalism, 
nationalism, capitalism have held sway over economic systems. Yet midst all 
the flux and change of history, the worship of One God, the faith in one hu- 
manity, in Judaism, and even in Christianity has remained unchanged. Why? 
Because there is eternal truth and in eternal truth there is no change. Here are 
the limits to which man can go in religion. Here are the highest peaks which 
mortal mind and imagination can ascend. What monotheism is in the field 
of religion, democracy is in the field of government. The right of every man to 
govern himself, and the recognition that every man has inalienable rights of 
life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness, are the highest in government and 
therefore shall not pass away. Abraham Lincoln sensed that in his age. We 
must sense that in our age. Changes will come where there are imperfections. 
Changes may come in methods of government, with regards to proportional 
representation, with regards to the cabinet form of government, with regards 
to the tenure of office of president or of judges, but the concept that men have 
the God-given right to share in the government, there can be no improvement 
and there will be no change. The faith in democracy is as eternal as the faith 
in one God. That Lincoln knew. That our generation must know. 
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In the past few years, we have heard talk that democracy is doomed, that 
the future belongs to dictatorship. That talk is diminishing. The longer dic- 
tatorships endure, the more will they discredit themselves and the more will 
they indicate the superiority of democracy. Dictatorship both of the left and 
of the right, have revealed their utter brutality, their lack of moral scruples. 
Germany with its invasion of Czecho-Slovakia, Austria and Poland. Italy with 
its invasion of Ethiopia and Albania. Russia with its inhumanitarian attack 
upon Finland. Dictatorships have brought war. Dictatorships have denied their 
people fundamental rights. Dictatorships degrade men by treating them like 
beasts. Dictatorships despise human beings. Dictatorships are inefficient. Dic- 
tatorships are indifferent to human life. That we have realized and thus we are 
more than ever aware of the efficiency, of the superiority and the blessings of 
democratic form of government... . 

Lincoln’s religion was assailed in his day. When asked by the clergyman 
with what denomination he was affiliated, Lincoln replied that he was affil- 
iated with no one denomination, although in Washington he did attend the 
Presbyterian church. He replied, to his questioner, that when he finds as a 
church whose creed is, “Love the Lord with all thy heart and thy neighbor as 
thyself,” that, that church he would join. This, to the clergyman was atheism. 
Most clergymen today would recognize that Lincoln was voicing high religion. 
If Lincoln lived in St. Louis with his religious views he would be welcome in 
many churches. There are still those in our midst, however, who still believe 
that only their conception of religion is correct, that only those are religious 
that believe as they do. They would imprison religion in the cell of one creed, 
in the jail of one denomination. They would march it in lockstep to the cadence 
of one melody and would robe it with the vestments of one form of ecclesiasti- 
cism. They would still call Lincoln an infidel. Thomas Jefferson’s religion was 
like that of Lincoln’s. He too was called atheist and infidel in his generation. 
The religion of Jefferson and of Lincoln is the religion of the future. They were 
ahead of the pygmied, ecclesiastics of their own day. 

... There are those who think that he was fortunate in dying as he did, 
before he was compelled to confront the difficulties of reconstruction, its havoc, 
its despair, its confusion, its dishonesty. He died before he was charged with the 
failure of reconstruction. Though many believed that if Lincoln had lived, many 
of the evils that still plague the south, would have been eliminated. According 
to most of his contemporaries, Lincoln was a failure. A man who did not fit in. 
A man who did not belong. Unhappy at home, unhappy in his career. Hated by 
his associates and the cabinet, hated by most of the influential men of the day. 
According to his own lights, he failed. But sometimes, to fail in life is to succeed, 
and to succeed in life is to fail. Moses, the Hebrew emancipator, was buried in 
an unknown grave. To his generation he was a failure. Jesus was crucified to the 
cross. To his generation he seemed a failure. Socrates was executed by the people 
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of Athens. To them he seemed to be a failure. John Huss was burned at the stake. 
And so on throughout the past. The failures of one age become the martyrs 
and the hero[e]s of history. Lincoln was a failure in his age, but to posterity, no 
American is more significant. His whole life is the history of young America, 
its promise and its hope. His struggle and his martyrdom remain a challenge 
to America and to the world, to preserve and to protect that liberty and that 
democracy for all mankind on the altar of which Lincoln’s life was offered.*® 


9. IMAGINING LINCOLN IN THE 1950S 


After World War II, American Jewish leaders continued to use Lincoln as a moral touch- 
stone for social action. During the height of the Cold War and McCarthy eras, Rabbi 
Charles E. Shulman (1900-1968) addressed himself to the question “What would Lincoln 
have said?,” specifically about American politics in the early 1950s. Shulman told his con- 
gregation that Lincoln would have become a bitter opponent to what Shulman regarded 
as the degradation of the Republican Party that Lincoln himself had helped to establish. 
He urged his listeners to speak out in opposition to the same wrongs that Lincoln decried: 
racial inequality, McCarthyism, the Korean War, and the general climate of fear that 
had gripped the nation at the century’s midpassage. “American superiority,” Shulman 
declared, could not be won through national isolationism or by expansionary military 
power. It must be achieved “in terms of the spirit” that Abraham Lincoln epitomized. If 
Lincoln was living in 1951, the rabbi concluded, he would still be fighting for “a new birth 
of freedom.” Americans in every era must take up that same “Lincolnian ideal” that, 
according to Shulman, has remained our national destiny. 


Lincoln’s Message for Our Times 
February 9, 1951 


Four score and seven years ago last November 19th a lean and sad eyed man 
took a slip of paper from his pocket and stepped forward on a wood platform 
that had been built in the cemetery [sic] at Gettysburg. There were ten thousand 
people present. They had already listened for two hours to an oration by the 
noted orator of the time—Edward Everett of Boston. Lincoln wondered whether 
his remarks would be effective. In a high pitched voice he began his speech, a 
short speech—two and a half minutes—that ended with the words “that this 
nation, under God, shall have a new birth of freedom, and that government of 
the people, by the people and for the people shall not perish from the earth.” 


With those words the Gettysburg address was history. 

History records some curious immediate reactions to that address. Proph- 
ets are not honored in their lifetime. Few thought much of his words, as few 
appreciated the man. Had not Lincoln himself said in his speech “the world 
will little note nor long remember what we say here . . .”? 
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The Harrisburg Patriot—the newspaper printed nearest to the scene at 
Gettysburg had this to say about the speech: 

“We pass over the silly remarks of the President. For the credit of the 
nation we are willing that the veil of oblivion shall be dropped over them and 
that they shall no more be repeated or thought of...” 

The Venerable London Times across the Atlantic said: “Anything more 
dull or commonplace it would not be easy to produce.” 

Time rendered different judgments on that two anda half minute address 
of Lincoln’s. The speech is now cast in bronze on the walls of Oxford College 
in England as one of the truly great utterances of the English language. 

It is more recognizable than the Declaration of Independence. 

Anyone in America who has had an elementary school education knows 
the address. 

It is more familiar to Americans than the first stanza of the Star Spangled 
Banner. 

I. Four score years and seven have now passed since Lincoln’s famous “Four 
Score” address. Now as we approach Lincoln’s birthday we might ask ourselves 
the question: How fares it with the land conceived in liberty and dedicated to 
the proposition that all men are created equal? 

The answer is: Some of the things Lincoln had envisaged have come to 
pass. This nation is united in many things. It is an indissoluble union of States. 

It has achieved incredible wealth. 

It has assumed leadership of incalculable proportions unwillingly and 
hesitatingly—leadership greater than [e]ven Lincoln could have for[e]seen 
during the Civil War. 

But the problems that have to do with the angels of our better nature are 
still unsettled. They still beset us. 

Let us list a few: 

1. The Negro problem which divided North and South still divides us. In 
the month of February, Linco[I]n’s Birthday, which, incidentally is not recog- 
nized in some southern States, the National Association for the Advancement 
of Colored People protested in vain to the State of Virginia against the execu- 
tion of seven negroes for rape—stating no white man ever so convicted had 
ever been executed in the State of Virginia. 

2. Freedom is a confused thing in our land when hysteria and fear rule. 

We are afraid of the Russians 

We are afraid of communism 

We are afraid of our own neighbors 

We are afraid of ourselves 

We are afraid of our own immortal documents of freedom. In a world 
shrunken as it is our own hearts and minds shrink instead of expanding to 
meet the challenge. 
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3. The Great Republican Party whose banner was carried so nobly by 
Abraham Lincoln, gives frightened counsel of retreat to its adherents. Marquis 
Childs, able commentator and observer in Washington tells us in this month 
of Lincoln’s birthday that the current optimism of the Republican party for 
capturing the Presidency in the next election in 1952 and which gives this party 
leadership confidence is THEIR BELIEF THAT THEY HAVE A GIMMICK WHICH 
CANNOT FAIL. 

The gimmick? Senator [Joseph] McCarthy of Wisconsin and the technique 
of the big smear. McCarthy received more applause at the Washington Rally 
starting the Republican campaign than did Mr. Robert Taft. 

What is the intent of the gimmick? Childs tells us. Ir is A SroP AT NOTH- 
ING technique which seems to ardent Republicans long frustrated in defeat, a 
heaven-sent answer to their prayer. McCarthy is now in a place of high counsels 
and invested with power on the senate Sub-committee having charge of appro- 
priations through which he can conduct increasing guerilla warfare against 
the State Department and American foreign policy. 

AND THIS AT A TIME WHEN THE NATIONS OF THE SHRUNKEN WORLD ARE 
LOOKING TO AMERICA FOR LEADERSHIP AND SEEKING TO FIND FAITH IN THEM- 
SELVES THROUGH FAITH IN THE GREAT DEMOCRACY FATHERED BY WASHING- 
TON AND BROTHERED BY LINCOLN! 

4. And if we would discern the character of the Republican leadership 
symbolized by Senator McCarthy and the press of the nation behind him which 
caters to the fears, the prejudices of people, we might, in passing, take note of 
the remarks of this particular senator as well as the huge one page large type 
editorial that appeared recently in the Hearst Press. 

McCarthy accused everyone and every institution not on his approved 
list of being communist and did so in terms which fall outside the libel orbit. 
He added that administration leaders are fighting communism abroad “to 
disguise their sell out to communism at home.” 

And the Hearst editorial? I let you judge it under their title: “THE ONE 
Wor Lp MIND” 


The astonishing capacity for self-deception possessed by the advo- 
cates of world government is perfectly demonstrated in Senator [Es- 
tes] Kefauver’s selection of this particular time to present a “federal 
Union resolution” in Congress. Senator Kefauver’s resolution calls 
for an international “Federal Convention” to be held this year. IT 
WOULD AUTHORIZE PRESIDENT TRUMAN TO INVITE THE DEMOCRA- 
CIES WHICH SPONSORED THE NORTH ATLANTIC TREATY TO MEET 
WITH DELEGATES FROM THE UNITED STATES. AND THESE DELEGATES 
WOULD EXPLORE HOW FAR THEIR PEOPLES AND THE PEOPLES OF SUCH 
OTHER DEMOCRACIES AS THE CONVENTION MAY INVITE CAN APPLY 


343 


“LINCOLN! THOU SHOULDST BE LIVING AT THIS HOUR!” 


344 


THEM WITHIN THE FRAMEWORK OF THE UNITED NATIONS [AND] THE 
PRINCIPLES OF FREE FEDERAL UNION. 

What Senator Kefauver is actually proposing is that THE UNITED 
STATES SUMMON THE NATIONS OF WESTERN EUROPE AND OFFER TO 
ABOLISH ITSELF AS A NATION, SURRENDERING ITS SOVEREIGN POWERS 
TO THOSE NATIONS. As allies of the United States these nations have 
been weak and unreliable, as friends they have been faithless. Senator 
Kefauver and 26 of his colleagues in the Senate sponsor a proposal 
that the people of the United States invite those defaulting nations 
to govern us. 

They would impose their socialism in place of our republican self- 
government, extract taxes from us as they pleased, draft our men for 
their armies, our women for their factories, appropriate the bulk of 
our productive wealth for their own enrichment. 


II. WHAT WOULD LINCOLN HAVE SAID TO SUCH UTTERANCES AS those of 
Hoover, McCarthy, Taft, [William Randolph] Hearst and others who ostensibly 
are the voices of the Republican Party to which Lincoln belonged? 

Here is one of his well known utterances in reply to the question: 

“WHAT CONSTITUTES THE BULWARK OF OUR OWN LIBERTY AND INDE- 
PENDENCE? It is not our army and navy. Our defense is the spirit which prizes 
liberty and the heritage of all men, in all lands everywhere. Destroy this spirit 
and you have planted the seeds of despotism at your door. Accustomed to tram- 
pling on the rights of others you have lost the genius of your own independence 
and become the fit subject of the first cunning tyrant who rises among you.” 

B) When one delves into Lincoln’s writings he is immediately struck with 
the truth that although Americans have not been strong enough to make living 
the vision of a government by the people and for the people, the ideal is still 
in evidence in America—in fact it shines all the more brilliantly because of 
Lincoln who gives it concretion. 

C) If Lincoln were living today he would perceive that America’s heart 
must grow bigger as the world grows smaller—that America’s destiny must 
extend spiritually to far flung corners of the earth, that the American blood 
shed in far away places for justice must be rededicated on an enlarged Get- 
tysburg pattern so that the peoples liberated at the cost of so much suffering 
cannot perish from our globe. 

II. IssuEs THAT LINCOLN WOULD MEET: 

1. Communism. The problem involved in Communism is ideological. 
Americans would resolutely have to see the ideas behind the acts. Linco[I]n’s 
faith in the capacity of the democratic idea to meet the challenge of the other 
ideas lay clearly in his public utterances. 
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“Fellow Citizen,” he said in his annual message to congress, “We cannot 
escape history. We of this congress and the administration will be remembered 
in spite of ourselves. No personal significance or insignificance can spare one 
or another of us. The fiery trial through which we pass will light us down in 
honor or dishonor.” 

In our present international relations we cannot escape history. We will 
be remembered in spite of ourselves. No isolationism will help us. No fear will 
help us. No running from the issue that is joined will help us. ONLY THE WILL 
TO FACE UP TO OUR PROBLEMS SPIRITUALLY AS OUR SOLDIERS ARE FACING UP 
TO THEM PHYSICALLY IN KOREA CAN AVAIL. 

Nor can we desert those who wish to stand at our side in the world any 
more than Lincoln could have deserted the blacks who stood ready to fight for 
their freedom in civil war times. Today the people of the yellow, the brown, 
the black races and the white people of Europe remain in the face of the en- 
slavement of communism. 

Our American superiority must be in terms of the spirit that Lincoln 
demonstrated if we are to prevail in the world of today. 

2. International cooperation. Lincoln’s little known letter to the working- 
men of Manchester[,] England[,] January 19, 1863, shows us his thinking on 
international affairs. THEY DO NOT SPEAK OF THE PEOPLE OF OTHER NATIONS 
AS FAITHLESS AND AS READY TO DESPOIL US. Here are his sentiments: 

“T have the honor to acknowledge the receipt of the address and resolutions 
which you sent me on the eve of the new year. 

“T know you deeply deplore the sufferings which the workingmen of Man- 
chester and in all Europe are called to endure in this crisis. It has been often 
and studiously represented that the attempt to overthrow this government 
which was built on the foundation of human rights, and to substitute for it 
one which should rest exclusively on the basis of human slavery was likely to 
obtain the favor of Europe. Through the action of our disloyal citizens, the 
workingmen of Europe have been subjected to severe trials, for the purpose of 
forcing their sanction to that attempt. Under the circumstances, I cannot but 
regard your decisive utterances upon the question as an instance of sublime 
Christian heroism which has not been surpassed in any age in any country. 
It is indeed an energetic and reinspiring assurance of the inherent power of 
truth, and of the ultimate and universal triumph of justice, humanity and 
freedom. I do not doubt that the sentiments you have expressed will be sus- 
tained by your great nation; and on the other hand, I have no hesitation in 
assuring you that they will excite admiration, esteem and the most reciprocal 
feelings of friendship among the American people. I hail this interchange of 
sentiment, therefore, as an augury that whatever else may happen, whatever 
misfortune may befall your country or my own, the peace and friendship 
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which now exist between the two nations will be, as it shall be my desire to 
make them, perpetual...” 

This, mind you, at a time when England was helping the South break the 
Northern Blockade of Southern ports and trying to get cotton out to Europe! 

3. HIs LARGESSE OF SPIRIT... in contrast with the smallness of spirit of 
present leaders who carry the banner of Lincoln’s party: Here are significant 
words from his second inaugural: 

“Neither party expected for the war the magnitude or the duration which 
it has already attained. Neither anticipated that the cause of the conflict might 
cease with, or even before the conflict itself chouls [sic] cease. Each looked for 
an easier triumph, and a result less fundamental and astounding. Both read 
the same Bible, and pray to the same God, and each invokes His aid against 
the other. It may seem strange that any men should dare to ask a just God’s 
assistance in wringing their bread from the sweat of other men’s faces, but let 
us judge not that we be not judged. The prayers of both could not be answered 
... that of neither has been answered fully. 

“With malice toward none, with charity for all, with firmness in the right 
as God gives us to see the right, let us strive to finish the work we are in; to 
bind up the nation’s wounds; to care for him who shall have borne the battle 
and for the widow and his orphan—to do all which may achieve and cherish 
a just and lasting peace among ourselves and with all nations.” 


CONCLUSION 


This sermon is not an attack upon any party. It is devoted to the enhancement 
of the national ideals. Americans make mistakes these days. They shall probably 
continue to make mistakes. But the great Americans who have dreamed mighty 
dreams and have conceived of the greatness of the plan which made and kept 
us a nation are still the guides to follow in this hour—democrats like Jefferson, 
Wilson and Franklin Roosevelt, Republicans like Lincoln. Ofall the Americans 
that have come to the high office of President of these United States, Lincoln 
preeminently had the vision of a united country and a united mankind. To hear 
Republicans speak in his name in the fashion they do these days is to injure 
the nobility of their party—the party of Lincoln—but not to injure Lincoln’s 
stature. To have Democratic party members behave in the fashion they do in 
Virginia and elsewhere in the North and South is to injure the greatness of a 
party made great by Jefferson and others, but not to injure Jefferson. 

The struggle to gain for the nation under God a new birth of freedom still 
continues. .. . It must in every age. That is a trut[h] to remember on his birthday. 
We the living of 1951 must again be dedicated to the task yet remaining... that 
our safety as a nation lie[s] with a new birth of freedom everywhere on earth. 
That is our destiny. Not by running from the task but by meeting it unflinch- 
ingly will be worthy of our American heritage—and the Lincolnian ideal.” 
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Tehilla Lichtenstein, spiritual leader of 

the Society of Jewish Science, preached a 
sermon on Lincoln and the Cold War in 
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10. THE SOCIETY OF JEWISH SCIENCE AND LINCOLN’S IDEOLOGY 


Tehilla Lichtenstein (1893-1973) and her husband, Rabbi Morris Lichtenstein (1889-1938), 
were among the founders, in 1922, of the Society of Jewish Science, a group formed to 
counteract Christian Science’s growing influence upon American Jews. After her hus- 
band’s death in 1938, Tehilla became the organization’s preacher. Over the years and 
despite the group’s diminishing membership, Tehilla became a well-known public 
speaker, as well as a practitioner and teacher of the “healing methods” of Jewish science. 
She edited the society’s journal, the Jewish Science Interpreter, and hosted a weekly 
radio broadcast. 

Speaking during the early years of the Cold War, Tehilla Lichtenstein posed a rhetori- 
cal question to her listeners: “Did Lincoln have the answer” to the threat of mass mutual 
destruction from a nuclear holocaust? Responding to her own question, Lichtenstein 
concluded, “I think he did.” Lincoln’s penetrating moral clarity, encapsulated in the ad- 
monition “with malice toward none, with charity for all,” convinced Lichtenstein that 
Lincoln’s mind was fundamentally aligned with the ideology of Jewish Science. “Oh, that 
with all our getting we could get us a heart of wisdom!” Lichtenstein wrote. Her antidote 
for a world standing on the brink of nuclear destruction was to listen deeply to “the kindly 
voice of our martyred President.” 


Did Lincoln Have the Answer? 


Address delivered at the Jewish Science Forum, New York, 1950 


The answer to what? To all the awesome problems which are demanding solu- 
tion today by a confused and frightened humanity. What shall we do with 
that dreadful enemy which is threatening to annihilate man, to lay low all the 
achievements of centuries, to bring to rubble and extinction this now flourishing 
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planet? I am not referring to Russia when I use the phrase “dreadful enemy,” I 
am merely describing man’s own diabolical cleverness which has driven him 
to the discovery of the deepest secrets of God’s creation, which has unearthed 
for him all the laws of matter by which the basic elements of the universe can 
be taken apart and put together in hitherto unheard of forms, forms of such 
ferocious power that just a few of them are sufficient to blow little man clear 
off the planet which he now [believes he] understands so well. Yes, did Lincoln 
have the answer as to what man should do to avert the threat of the hell-bomb, 
as it is called by some—the hydrogen bomb—which man is about to construct? 
Lincoln knew nothing about the advanced mathematical prowess which, less 
than a hundred and fifty years after his birth, his simple birth in the rude log 
cabin so dear to those who prize his memory, has enabled us to invent an infer- 
nal machine capable of destroying 360 million human beings in one explosion. 
I can see him smiling sadly, perhaps wryly, at the stupidity of the human race 
as enormous as its cleverness, perhaps asking drily, “Why go to all that trou- 
ble? The lemmings do it much more simply. They commit mass suicide by just 
jumping off a high cliff into the sea.” No doubt his wryness would hide a deep 
grief at the mad rush towards death which humanity is making. Could he have 
told us how, can he even now tell us how that same brilliant instrument, that 
wondrous mind in man’s possession, could lead him to life instead of extinc- 
tion, to rich full living, instead of base dying? ... Did Lincoln have the answer? 

I think he did. He said, in his profoundly simple way, which concealed 
to the unthinking the depths of his vision, .. . simply, “With malice towards 
none, and charity towards all.” As simply, as it is said in Leviticus, “Thou shalt 
love thy neighbor as thyself,” which, if achieved by the heart of man, in every 
corner of the earth would lay low all of the barriers to happiness which man 
has erected against himself. With malice towards none, with charity towards 
all, there is the answer to man’s mortal dilemma today, even the answer to the 
threat of the Hydrogen bomb.... 

To avert the war which, to many, seems imminent with communist Russia, 
we must teach ourselves to look upon Russia and upon the rest of the world 
with an unjaundiced eye. We must rid ourselves of malice, and partake of 
the sweet bread of charitableness. Just now we are so full of resentment, so 
bitter, so ready to put all blame upon the other one, we will not even listen to 
anyone’s side of the story but our own; and towards us, too, is the same blind 
anger and unwillingness to listen; the Russians are all bitterness towards us as 
we are towards them. We wonder what has happened to all the sunshine and 
brotherliness of yesteryear, when Roosevelt and Stalin sat smilingly by each 
other at a conference table, seeking to work out together a way to bring about 
the welfare of the world. ... [Now]‘* our newspapers and theirs have only evil 
things to say, one about the other; we hear of nothing but their base intent, 
and they learn nothing but of our black and rapacious designs. 
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... [We] have no other alternative than to listen to the kindly voice of our 
martyred president, gently bidding us harbor malice toward none and charity 
for all. It may seem paradoxical to turn to him for an answer to our besetting 
and frightening troubles, to turn to him to help us avert war, who was himself 
the leader and commander-in-chief in a war against his own people. But Lin- 
coln fought bitterly, bitterly against that war; he pleaded with north and south 
to refrain from bloodshed and fratricide. He told his counselors and those who 
pressed for a declaration of war, for the use of arms, that he would do anything, 
stop at nothing, to avert such action. Even the freeing of the slaves, which was 
so dear a goal to his heart, even the emancipation of his black brethren, he 
was willing to defer; he was willing to let slavery stand for the time being, to 
leave that in abeyance, rather than plunge the nation into the sin of war. But 
the war was forced upon him, he took command with a broken and sorrowing 
heart, only when that way alone was left to him for the saving of his country. 
It was towards his supposed enemies, towards those against whom he sent his 
generals to battle, that he uttered his declaration of love and his plea for charity. 
I am sure he would have asked for charity towards the poor mad actor who 
brought upon him the untimely death of martyrdom. 

We, who are supposedly at peace with all the world, we who supposedly 
have no enemies, can we not teach ourselves to face the peoples of the world, 
even those most unlike ourselves, without rancor, without anger, with the 
charity that begets wisdom? Can we in any other way than that hope to avert 
the holocaust of World War Three? Oh, that with all our getting we could get 
us a heart of wisdom! With malice towards none[,] with charity for all, if we do 
not make that our answer today, the world will be a silent world tomorrow!*? 


11. CALLING THE JEWISH COMMUNITY TO ACTION 


On February 12, 1960, Rav A. Soloff (b. 1927), a young rabbinic ordinee of the Hebrew Union 
College in Cincinnati, commemorated Lincoln's birthday by preaching his sermon on the 
topic of civil rights at the East End Temple in New York City. He told his congregation 
that Lincoln’s birthday was a fitting occasion for calling the American Jewish community 
to action. Lincoln’s legacy should serve to inspire all Americans, and especially Jewish 
Americans, to oppose racism and be champions of justice for all peoples. 

Soloff contended that Lincoln’s birthday was important “to all Americans” because 
the sixteenth president “lives... more radiantly than ever before as symbol of these Amer- 
ican ideals: unity, equality, brotherhood.” Debunking the rationalizations that justify 
racism’s continuing entrenchment in America, Soloff urged his congregants not to “sit by 
and wait” but actively to work on behalf of the civil rights movement. “Today is the time 
to rise and act, to stand and be counted among the NAACPers, the ACLUers, the Urban 
Leaguers, Americans who believe Lincoln must live radiantly in our laws, in our society, 
in our hearts.” 
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Rabbi Rav A. Soloff characterized Lincoln 
as a living moral compass in his 1960 
sermon on the civil rights movement. Photo 
by Augusta Berns, Bamberger Studios; courtesy The 
Jacob Rader Marcus Center of the American Jewish 
Archives, at the Hebrew Union College-Jewish Insti- 


tute of Religion, Cincinnati, Ohio. 


Lincoln Lives 


Exactly one hundred years ago Abraham Lincoln’s birthday, his fifty-first, was 
still a private affair. Mr. Lincoln held no public office, but the taste for what lay 
ahead was in his mouth. Already an important Republican, in just a fortnight 
he would deliver “the Cooper Union speech” which so favorably introduced 
Westerner Lincoln to the political powers of the East. Within the year, thanks 
to the skill of photographer [Mathew] Brady and the absence of television, ugly 
Abe Lincoln would be nominated and elected sixteenth president of the United 
States. And in little over half a decade the immortal Captain would lie dead, 
having guided his nation through its ordeal by blood and fire. 

Today, as has been increasingly true for the past 99 years, Lincoln’s Birth- 
day is of moment to all Americans. That man, long dead, lives in our generation 
more radiantly than ever before as symbol of these American ideals: unity, 
equality, brotherhood. 

Lincoln lives alongside us and burns within us now as never before, be- 
cause at last a ninety-year-old log-jam is breaking up. Perhaps it took two 
World Wars on top of the murderous Civil War to smash through the massive 
mud wall of rabid, short-sighted, selfish and self-destructive American racism. 
Perhaps it took three generations of tireless, often seemingly fruitless effort 
to set the groundwork. But at last we see genuine emancipation on its way to 
all Americans. 

In the decades since World War II began the Negro has moved at a 
rate “unmatched by any race—certainly any minority race—in the history 
of human achievement. Since 1940 the number of Negroes in colleges and 
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professional schools has tripled to more than 200,000. There are ten times as 
many Negro students of engineering and architecture as two decades ago. ... 
The percentage of U.S. Negroes in college is greater than the percentage of all 
the people of Great Britain in college.” And corresponding to this change in 
the educational picture, have come drastic changes in employment, economic 
status and political influence. 

Of course violent opposition continues: 530 specific, documented acts of 
racial violence in eleven Southern States over the course of four years—six 
Negroes killed, 50 bombings and burnings and so on. Of course glaring, uncon- 
scionable inequities persist: the Federal Civil Rights Commission reports that 
“Against the prejudice of registrars and jurors, the United States Government 
appears under present laws to be helpless to make good the guarantees of the 
United States Constitution, and almost 4 million out of 5 million potential 
Negro voters are kept from southern ballot boxes.” Of course progress at best 
is gallingly snail-paced—I mean here in New York, not elsewhere—boys who 
should become engineers still prepare to push carts in the garment district 
just because their skin is black. 

But the writing hand has left its incontrovertible message on the wall of our 
nation: Lincoln lives! The unity of America will not again be challenged. The 
most violent conceivable secessionist movement of 1960 would be an exodus 
of Southern delegates from the Democratic National Convention, and after 
the 1948 experience, even that seems unlikely. 

Lincoln lives! American fact will increasingly accord with our faith in the 
equality of all men. Congress cannot defer forever, States cannot defy forever, 
citizens cannot deny forever the clear, clarion demand for moral action. 

Lincoln lives! Americans will accept his ideal of hearts bearing malice 
toward none. Ah, the Lincoln heart—this is the most delicate and the most 
difficult of our race problems. How? 

To cleanse our hearts of malice, and our lips from speaking guile, we must 
first clear our minds of a great deal of nonsense. We wish to be soft-hearted, 
but not soft-headed. Let me mention just three items. 

First, the problem is primarily objective. One sensitive white American, 
looking into his society and into his own heart reports the “ubiquitous, de- 
monic intruder is not Jim Crow—symbol of sanctified and legislated segrega- 
tion, presiding fiend over lynchings. .. [rather]>° call him James Crow, Esquire, 
a shabby-genteel and soft-voiced demon. .. . [Now]*! James Crow, Esquire—the 
apostle of genteel apartheid—disowns the cruder and more violent Jim. ... 
But, in very real sense, the influence of James is more baleful than Jim’s. . . .” 

No! The influence of James Crow, of personal prejudice and social pres- 
sure may poison the soul of the persecutor, may pain, possibly scar the soul of 
the victim, but by no hard-headed, cold-eyed standard is its influence “more 
baleful” than that of “sanctified and legislated segregation.” 
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Give every American the right to vote, the right to any job he can fill, 
the right to all the education he can stand, the right to any housing he can 
afford—(colored neighbors, as you know from recent real-estate studies, do not 
automatically lower property values), give him his rights—then go hate him in 
the secret places of your heart, if you can: the soul that withers will be your own. 

Second, it is popular nonsense that you can’t alter attitudes by legislation, 
by law. Attorney General [William P.] Rogers comments, “(The Law) is not a 
mere abstract body of rules which government officials have imposed upon 
our society, rather the constitution and the laws of our nation express the 
conscience and morality of a free people. .. . Because our laws have a moral 
foundation, they serve to teach, to mold attitudes and outlooks and to crystal- 
lize public opinion in support of concepts which are fair and just.” The timid 
soul who would not fight legal segregation now supports legal desegregation; 
law was his teacher and his pastor. 

Third, it is popular nonsense that all self-conscious effort at interracial 
harmony is vain, that personal attitudes of racial decency and social condi- 
tions promoting racial decency cannot be deliberately created. Sociologist 
Dr. Herbert Blumer concludes otherwise. “There can be no question [that]>? 
conscious, designed desegregation acts back on and abets natural, unwitting 
racial desegregation.” In other words, Mitoch shelo l’shmo, bo I’shmo—right 
action undertaken even out of mixed motives leads to right action for pure 
motives.°? 

So Jews have to be reminded of their sacred duty to promote unity, equal- 
ity, brotherhood? I think that in principle we do not. But there is always the 
question of what to do, and when. There is a time in human affairs to sit by 
and wait. Today is the time to rise and act, to stand and be counted among the 
NAACPers, the ACLUers, the Urban Leaguers, Americans who believe Lincoln 
must live radiantly in our laws, in our society, in our hearts, Americans who 
will not see our nation’s spiritual maturation put off and will not put off their 
own spiritual maturation any longer. 

By next February 12th let us each have a year’s personal Lincolnesque 
accomplishment to review. 

Amen.*4 


12. MAY HIS MEMORY BE AS A BLESSING 


After World War II, Jewish newspapers frequently used the anniversary of Lincoln's 
birth as an occasion to remind readers why American Jews cherished the sixteenth 
president’s memory. In an editorial written for Lincoln’s birthday in 1970, Albert W. 
Bloom (1918-90), the editor of Pittsburgh’s Jewish Chronicle, declared that Lincoln 
was the “President who comes closest to following the character and footsteps of the 
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ancient Hebrew Prophets.” Even during the Vietnam War era, when civil dissidence was 
pervasive and established values routinely challenged, American Jews commemorated 
Lincoln’s life and insisted that his memory was a blessing. 


Abraham Lincoln 
(Feb. 12, 1809-April 15, 1865) 


February 12, 1970 


Abraham Lincoln died on April 15, 1865. He was 56 years old. Not a great deal 
of time for a once near-illiterate ragged little orphan boy to lift himself up to 
“belong to the ages.” But so he does. 

Almost cuttingly brief is the encyclopedic reference: 

“On the evening of April 14, 1865, John Wilkes Booth shot Lincoln as he 
sat in Ford’s Theater in Washington, and early the next morning he died.” 

What tidal waves of history washed over the span of that act and the span 
of the Lincoln years. Even today, the waves still have not quieted. The consti- 
tutional amendments perhaps only hinted at in the first Lincoln Inaugural 
eventually took form. 

But the skeletal thrust of the 13th, 14th, and 15th Amendments (slavery 
abolished; citizenship rights not to be abridged; equal voting rights for all 
citizens without regard “of race, color, or previous condition of servitude”) 
have yet to be properly fleshed out. 

To this day. 

He might have been speaking to all Americans, black and white, this very 
day when on March 4, 1861 he said: 

“In your hands, my dissatisfied fellow countrymen, and not in mine, is 
the momentous issue of civil war .. . 1 am loath to close. We are not enemies 
but friends. We must not be enemies. 

“Though passion may have strained, it must not break our bonds of af- 
fection. The mystic chords of memory, stretching from every battle-field, and 
patriot grave, to every living heart and hearthstone, all over this broad land, 
will yet swell the chorus of Union, when again touched, as surely they will be, 
by the better angels of our nature.” 

Abraham Lincoln, the President who comes closest to following the char- 
acter and footsteps of the ancient Hebrew Prophets—“may his memory be as 
a blessing” to us all—without regard “of race, color, or previous condition of 
servitude.”°° 
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Lincoln Miscellany 


y paraphrasing the words that the French sociologist Emile Durkheim used in 1883 

to describe the heroes of France, a contemporary scholar of sociology summarized 
Abraham Lincoln’s status in the collective memory of the American people. Lincoln is 
“America’s universal man: changing and remaining the same; standing beside the people 
and above the people; a reflection of and model for them—at once behind, above, and 
within them.” In many respects, this characterization also serves as a useful description 
of American Jewry’s collective memory of Abraham Lincoln. For many American Jews, 
Lincoln remains a venerable symbol of the best in American life. He endures as an 
iconic embodiment of America’s highest political values as well as its most noble social 
aspirations. Yet, at the same time, there lingers within the American Jewish experience 
an ongoing inclination to adopt Lincoln spiritually and to understand him as a fellow 
American Jewish sojourner—or, to paraphrase Lincoln’s own famous turn of phrase, 
American Jews persistently tend to think of Lincoln as an almost chosen person. 

In 2011, Ron Paul (b. 1935), a member of the U.S. House of Representatives and 
three-time presidential candidate, raised many eyebrows by asserting that Abraham 
Lincoln wanted “to nationalize everything.” Paul’s glittering generality was certain to 
vex millions of Americans who considered Lincoln to be republicanism incarnate. Yet, 
Lincoln’s many statements about the role a good government should play in serving the 
needs of the people, conjoined with his status as the “common man” who rose from 
humble origins to lead his nation, have convinced many ideologues in the twentieth 
and twenty-first centuries that had Lincoln been living in their own era, he would have 
been sympathetic to a liberal or even socialist point of view. 

In 1910, a disgruntled ex-Catholic-turned-socialist-activist named Burke McCarty 
published a pamphlet titled Little Sermons in Socialism by Abraham Lincoln. In the 
pamphlet’s preface, McCarty acknowledged that Lincoln was not a socialist, because no 
such term existed in his day. She also acknowledged that no one could possibly know 
whether, had Lincoln lived in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, he would have 
ever associated himself with socialism or the socialist cause. Having offered those qual- 
ifications, McCarty stated her thesis unabashedly: “We do claim, and know, however, 
that Abraham Lincoln was in spirit to the hour of his death, a class conscious working 
man, that his sympathies were with that class, that he voiced the great principles of 
the modem constructive Socialism of today, and that had he lived and been loyal and 
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consistent with these principles which he always professed, he would be found within 
the ranks of the Socialist Party.” 

McCarty proceeded to offer readers a host of Lincoln quotations, often wrenched 
out of context, which validated her thesis. Was it not Lincoln who said, “To secure 
each laborer the whole product of his labor, or as nearly as possible, is a worthy object 
of any good government”? Did not Lincoln state that “whatever any one man earns 
with his hands and by the sweat of his brow, he shall enjoy in peace”? Why did Lincoln 
proclaim, “Whatever concerns the whole, should be confided to the whole—the general 
government”? McCarty’s ideas about Lincoln were hardly unique; American socialists 
and communists mustered dozens of Lincoln quotations and bandied them in their 
newspapers and journals, on Lincoln’s birthday, and on a variety of similar occasions. 

Thousands of Jewish immigrants from Eastern Europe carried a sympathetic ap- 
preciation for socialist principles with them to these shores. Many others who did not 
come to America with these political tendencies were drawn to them after they had 
been introduced to the harsh working conditions that characterized the burgeoning 
American industrialism of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Just like 
other socialists in America, Jewish socialists embraced Lincoln and encountered him 
as a comrade. The Yiddish press became a vehicle for transmitting these ideas to the 
East European immigrant masses. The fact that “there was little in Lincoln’s presidency 
to warrant his becoming a symbol of economic reform” did not prevent socialists from 
adopting Lincoln as an exemplar, and the same was true for Jewish socialists.‘ 

During the first half of the twentieth century, Yiddish culture was a potent force in 
America, particularly in New York and other large urban centers. Yiddish newspapers 
flourished and reached hundreds of thousands of readers on a daily basis. Yiddish the- 
ater, schools, and publishing blossomed. It was at this time that Yiddish poetry emerged 
as one of the most colorful and popular literary genres for the East European Jewish 
immigrants. Dozens of Yiddish poets aspired to express in Yiddish the best traditions 
of American poetry. As the introspective poet Aaron Glanz Leyeles (1889-1966) wrote, 
“Not in vain have we read the American poem / And inhaled, absorbed the Whitman 
tone” (Nisht umzist geleyent slid amerikaner / un gezapt in zikh dem Vitmaner). For 
the American Yiddish poets, Lincoln served as a key symbol of Americanism and of 
the principles of freedom and justice that they prized. Lincoln appeared in hundreds 
of Yiddish poems. He suffered with his readers and sympathized with their longings. 
Leivick Halpern (1888-1962), a leading Yiddish author and poet who wrote under the 
pen name H. Leivick, explained in his poem “To America” that the Yiddish poet carried 
within him the “bounty of American freedom, which has been sanctified by the blood 
of Lincoln,” and in one of Reuben Ludwig’s (1895-1926) Yiddish poems, “Symposium,” 
Abraham Lincoln, John Brown, and Walt Whitman return from the grave to indict 
contemporary America.> 

According to the assessment of at least one scholar, Lincoln was actually the Ameri- 
can Jewish left’s greatest literary hero. In fact, some Jewish socialists suggested that their 
love and respect for Abraham Lincoln was even greater than that which was conferred 
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on him by the average American: “Here in America, we socialists celebrate the birthday 
of the man who brought slavery in America to an end. American capitalists, in contrast, 
celebrate this day because the end of black slavery ushered in the new lucrative era of 
wage-salary.” Ultimately, Lincoln became an inspirational model for the American 
Jewish left’s deep concern for all downtrodden minorities.® 

In 1936, this impulse expressed itself in the desire on the part of nearly 3,000 Amer- 
icans, who joined with thousands of foreign nationals from around the world, to fight in 
military brigades against Francisco Franco’s pro-fascist forces in the Spanish Civil War. 
Many of these brigades were organized by the Communist International in Moscow. 
According to some estimates, 10 percent of these foreign fighters were Jews who came 
from around the globe to fight the Spanish fascists. European and American Jews fought 
side by side, expressing bitter opposition to the political oppression and program of 
anti-Semitism that Franco’s ally, Nazi Germany, propagated in the mid-1930s. The Jews 
who fought in the Spanish Civil War from the United States were mostly political leftists, 
but they were American radicals, and they expressed their ideas through the American 
cultural symbols with which they were familiar. As one historian emphasized, for the 
American radicals who fought Franco, “the language of the Spanish Civil War was the 
language of the American Civil War.” In particular, this American spirit influenced 
the naming of the battalions and brigades. The Jewish fighters who went to Spain wanted 
to project themselves to the world as American freedom fighters: “The men voted on 
a name for the battalion, selecting Abraham Lincoln as the best representative of how 
they saw themselves—men who would fight to free the oppressed.”” 

In addition to his symbolic significance for Jewish socialists and political radicals, 
Lincoln continued to serve asa cultural icon for millions of East European immigrants 
as they moved through the process of Americanization. One of the most prominent 
examples of Lincoln’s status as a cultural icon for the East European immigrants during 
the twentieth century may be seen in the work of Arthur Szyk (1894-1951), a popular 
graphic artist, book illuminator, and caricaturist. Born in Lodz, Poland, Szyk immi- 
grated to the United States in 1940. He quickly adapted to his new country, and during 
World War II, Szyk became what has been referred to as an “artist-activist.” Through 
his distinctive style of illumination and miniature portraitures, Szyk created a body 
of artwork expressive of American ideals for posters, magazines, and books. He was 
particularly interested in rendering images of significant American events, personal- 
ities, and documents that expressed the ideals that he considered to be core values of 
American democracy: tolerance and mutual respect. Abraham Lincoln was the subject 
of two of Szyk’s famous illuminations. In 1946, he created a poster that featured a like- 
ness of Lincoln overlooking a framed manuscript that contained the concluding words 
from Lincoln’s second inaugural address (“With malice toward none, with charity for 
all. ..”). The following year, 1947, Szyk produced a second work, this time for Coronet 
magazine, focusing on an excerpt from Lincoln’s “Reply to the New York Working- 
men’s Democratic Republican Association” (“The strongest bond of human sympathy, 
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In 1946 Arthur Szyk, a Polish-Jewish immigrant, created a lithographed illumination of Lin- 
coln’s second inaugural address. Courtesy the Arthur Szyk Society. 
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outside of the family relation, should be one uniting all working people, of all nations, 
and tongues, and kindreds”).® 

The Gettysburg Address has repeatedly been called the greatest speech in Ameri- 
can history. Historians continue to offer differing interpretations as to how the speech 
eventually rose to its current status as American sacred writ. Most scholars agree that 
by the dawn of the twentieth century and the centennial anniversary of Lincoln’s birth, 
the Gettysburg Address was well on its way to becoming one of the nation’s most 
iconic speeches. As it was with Lincoln himself, Americans consistently interpreted 
the Gettysburg Address against the context of their own era.? 

At the turn of the century, for example, when an emphasis on the ideals of national 
unity intensified and the wounds of the Civil War were healing, Americans became 
convinced that Lincoln’s famous phrase “last full measure of devotion” referred not 
only to Union soldiers but to the Confederate dead as well. Throughout the course of 
the twentieth century, the Gettysburg Address was used as an inspirational source that 
sustained the spirit of America as it endured two world wars, a great economic depres- 
sion, and the enmities of the Cold War. “If the power of the words shines brightly,” one 
historian recently wrote about the famous speech, then “the uses to which [the words 
of the Gettysburg Address] have been put, in the United States and around the world, 
also continue to reverberate.” 

As we have already seen, American Jews joined together with the rest of the na- 
tion in sacralizing the Gettysburg Address. Lincoln scholars and collectors like Isaac 
Markens and Emanuel Hertz contributed to the archival preservation of the famous 
document. In Markens’s case, he played a pioneering role in reconstructing the history 
of the various drafts of the famous address. American Jewish leaders adored the address, 
and it became as revered in Jewish settings as it was in public schools. Its status among 
many Jewish communal leaders during the early years of the twentieth century may be 
illustrated by a contribution the financiers Jacob Schiff and Felix Warburg (1871-1937) 
made when they were donating funds to reinvigorate the Jewish Theological Seminary in 
New York: Schiff funded the installation of a bronze tablet emblazoned with the words 
of the Gettysburg Address, not the Holy Scriptures. The tablet was hung on the wall of 
the school’s main auditorium. As far as Schiff as concerned, this was the message that 
American rabbis needed to learn." 

It was widely believed that in memorizing and reciting the words of the Gettys- 
burg Address, the children of East European Jewish immigrants would experience 
acculturation and Americanization. A few famous East European Jewish immigrants 
put Lincoln’s brief but powerful oration in musical settings for the general public’s 
enjoyment, and these early efforts may well have culminated in the iconic composition 
of Aaron Copland, the child of immigrant Jews, whose “Lincoln Portrait” has become 
a patriotic mainstay. 

At the same time, this same immigrant cohort would offer its own distinctive 
contributions to the speech’s overall exaltation in American life. Rabbi Leo Baeck 
(1873-1956), widely regarded as one of the most heroic and saintly religious leaders of 
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the twentieth century, venerated Lincoln. From 1933 to 1939, the scholarly Baeck had 
been president of the Reichsvertretung der Deutschen Juden, an umbrella organization 
serving the German-Jewish community under the Hitler regime. Even prior to the rise 
of the Nazis, Baeck studied Lincoln’s writings, and he frequently recited lines from the 
Gettysburg Address. Although he had many opportunities to leave Germany before 
the outbreak of World War II, Baeck refused to abandon his people. During this dark 
time, Baeck later recalled how he drew strength from rereading Lincoln’s inspirational 
rhetoric. Corresponding to a friend in 1941, Baeck confessed he had recently “read again 
the magnificent speech by Abraham Lincoln, on November 19, 1863, in Gettysburg, in 
which he said “.. . this nation, under God, shall have a new birth of freedom.” Baeck 
viewed Lincoln as “a truly religious man,” and he was convinced that Lincoln’s ideas 
would ultimately have a beneficial effect on the American people: “Happy is the nation,” 
Baeck wrote, “to which these words could be said by this man.” 

On February 12, 1948, Baeck—now a survivor of the Nazi Holocaust—was invited to 
deliver the opening prayer in the U.S. House of Representatives. He used the occasion to 
praise Lincoln and pray for the welfare of the American nation: “Our Father, our God,” 
Baeck began, “we pray unto Thee on this day on which six score and nineteen years ago 
was born that man who came to be Thy servant.” He told the legislators that Lincoln 
was the “herald” of God’s “command and promise” who had been born for “the sake 
of this land” in order to serve as “a witness and testimony of humanity.” He extolled 
Lincoln as an “everlasting blessing of this country and of mankind.” 

In the years following World War II, Jewish folklorists began to examine the con- 
cluding paragraph in the address Lincoln delivered before the Wisconsin State Agri- 
cultural Society in Milwaukee on September 30, 1859. Lincoln closed this speech by 
alluding to the story of an “an Eastern monarch” who asked his “wise men” to provide 
him with a sentence that would be “true and appropriate in all times and situations.” 
The “wise men” fulfilled the monarch’s wish by presenting him with this wisdom: “And 
this, too, shall pass away.” 

The story Lincoln referenced first began to attract Jewish interest in the mid-1950s, 
when Israeli anthropologists and scholars of Jewish folklore began collecting oral his- 
tories from new immigrants who settled in Israel during that era. In 1955, one of the 
first legends to be recorded for the newly established Israel Folktale Archives at Haifa 
University was a story about King Solomon that concluded with the very same phrase, 
“And this, too, shall pass.” 

Although the story of the “monarch” was not widely known, the story’s key phrase, 
“This, too, shall pass” (in Hebrew gam zu yaavor), had long been a familiar folk idiom 
in various Jewish communities around the world. During World War II, for instance, 
Jewish entrepreneurs sold a “Good Luck Ring” for “Your Boy in the Service” as well as 
the Hebrew initials gimmel, zayin, and yod, for gam zu yaavor. Ethnologists could not 
help but wonder how Lincoln obtained this particularly Jewish story. Was it possible 
that one of Lincoln’s Jewish acquaintances related the tale and the legend’s distinctive 
moral appealed to the future president’s sensibilities? Perhaps. Yet it is much more likely 
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that Lincoln simply heard the story in a speech or while he was riding the law circuit, 
or perhaps he read it himself in a book he obtained. In any event, Jews took pleasure 
in this post-World War II discovery that Lincoln once cited a story that many believed 
to be of Jewish origin, and this coincidence bolstered the longstanding conviction that 
Lincoln was intuitively in sympathy with Jewish folk wisdom. 

In 1976, the bicentennial anniversary of American independence, Stanley Kunitz 
(1905-2006), the Pulitzer Prize-winning Poet Laureate Consultant to the Library of 
Congress, wrote a poem for the library’s exhibition of the contents of Lincoln’s pock- 
ets the night he was assassinated. The poem, “The Lincoln Relics,” spoke longingly of 
Lincoln’s “legend and fame,” which was “slipping away from us.” Kunitz, whose parents 
were raised in Eastern Europe, mused many years later about the role his Jewish ethical 
tradition may have had on his poetry. “The people of the Diaspora carry the memory 
of exile in their blood,” Kunitz said. If so, that Diaspora memory, with its longing for 
a nation that was lost, would have been present when he conceptualized Lincoln as the 
paradigmatic symbol of the nation’s lost glory, of a national greatness that was waning. 
The poet’s words expressed nostalgia for a heroic Lincoln as well as for the nation’s 
ebbing greatness.!° 

In a recent volume that examines the role Abraham Lincoln played in twentieth- 
century America, sociologist Barry Schwartz offers an explanation as to why Kunitz may 
have sensed that Lincoln was “slipping away.” He notes that in the years following World 
War I, and particularly after the Korean War, Abraham Lincoln’s general prestige and 
reputation began to diminish. Various national surveys taken between the years 1945 and 
2004 indicated that “Lincoln was still the man he had always been, [he] was still admired, 
but with less fervor than before.” To explain this phenomenon, Schwartz offers several 
theories. First, the onset of a postindustrial society caused dramatic changes in science, 
technology, and the media, which have influenced cultural norms and resulted in an 
erosion of American society’s “traditional authority structures.” Second, the civil rights 
movement of the late 1950s and 1960s focused almost univocal attention on Lincoln the 
emancipator. The many other points of relevance that historically had made Lincoln 
such a vibrant national icon (for example, the savior of the Union, the man of courage, 
the man of integrity, the general, the First American, and so on) had been displaced. 
Then, after the intense focus on Lincoln as an emancipator during the civil rights era, the 
1970s marked a time when scholars began publishing research that challenged whether 
Lincoln was genuinely deserving of being called the “Great Emancipator.’"” 

Despite the cultural forces that may have dampened Lincoln’s iconic status in the 
last third of the twentieth century, Schwartz notes that Lincoln’s prestige cannot fall 
below a certain threshold because every society must have a “sense of sameness and 
continuity with what went before.” The power of national memory fuels an engine that 
constantly refits and revises Lincoln’s image to meet society’s “need for a [stately] past,” 
even as it mitigates the dawning “sense that such a past is no longer relevant.” During 
this period of attenuation, there were still American Jews who provided new ways to 
make Lincoln relevant to the American mind.!8 
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For instance, the psychologist Abraham H. Maslow (1908-70) earned a following 
by promulgating his now famous “hierarchy of human needs” theory.!? Maslow, also 
a child of East European Jewish immigrants, recollected that his own childhood was 
lonely and unhappy since he felt himself to be “the little Jewish boy in the non-Jewish 
neighborhood.” It is interesting to note Maslow’s deep attraction to Lincoln, who be- 
came for Maslow an exemplar of the “self-actualized” human being—a person whose 
life embodies the values of morality, creativity, spontaneity, problem solving, lack of 
prejudice, and acceptance of facts.2° From Maslow’s point of view, Lincoln “stood for 
something outside of [his] own skin,” and he achieved what Maslow called a “transcen- 
dence of time.” Even after death, according to Maslow, other human beings can still 
experience a relationship with self-actualized people like Lincoln in “a very personal 
and affectionate way.”! 

In his entertaining book Land of Lincoln, author Andrew Ferguson describes his 
encounter with aman named Oscar Esche, who immigrated to Chicago from Thailand in 
1973. Not long after arriving in this country, Esche and his wife opened a small restaurant 
called the Thai Little Home Café in Wicker Park. Having learned about Lincoln while 
yet living in Thailand, the Esches took a trip to Springfield to visit Lincoln’s memorial, 
and there they purchased a souvenir statue of Lincoln for their restaurant. The Esches 
became immovably convinced that the Lincoln statue helped their business steadily 
flourish. In an expression of their gratitude for the sixteenth president’s spiritual sup- 
port, Ferguson reported, every morning the Esches “set out a meal for Lincoln in the 
restaurant, next to his statue.” 


“It’s a full meal—everything, entree, dessert, appetizer, drink also,” 
Mr. Esche said. “We change the meal every day, so it’s always different. 
We serve him everything.” 

Mrs. Esche interrupted. 

“Yes,” Mr. Esche said. “Everything but no pork.” 

Oh? 

“We do not want to be disrespectful.” 

I guess Mr. Esche saw my puzzled look. 

“He is Abraham Lincoln, yes?” he said, with special emphasis. “Jewish 
people, they don’t eat pork.” 


Americans have unquestionably maintained a very personal and affectionate re- 
lationship with Abraham Lincoln, long after his death. He occupies a unique place in 
the collective memory of the American nation, and his enduring rapport with Amer- 
ican Jews is one intriguing facet of a much larger Lincoln phenomenon in American 
culture. It is a fact that Lincoln maintained good relations with many Jews during the 
course of his lifetime. He also developed real friendships with a select number of Jewish 
contemporaries. It is similarly true that he exerted himself on a number of occasions in 
order to protect their constitutional rights—rights that might otherwise have been in 
jeopardy. Yet beyond all of this, there remains a lingering faith that somehow Abraham 
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Lincoln was more than a distant friend, more than a fair-minded chief executive. Of the 
countless ways in which Americans have managed to preserve a meaningful relationship 
with Lincoln for nearly 150 years, the alluring hope that he was somehow—either by 
lineage or by legacy—a Jew continues to remain one of the most interesting facets of 
Lincoln’s historical legacy in the American nation. 
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DOCUMENTS 


1. Lincoln’s Socialist Leanings 

2. Lincoln in Yiddish Poetry 

3. Lincoln’s Masterpiece: American Jewry and the Gettysburg Address 
4. This, Too, Shall Pass 

5. Lincoln and Jewish Education 

6. Was Abraham Lincoln Jewish? 


1. LINCOLN’S SOCIALIST LEANINGS 


For Americanized Central European Jews whose families had come to the United States 
during the 1830s, 1840s, and 1850s, Abraham Lincoln continued to serve as an inspiring 
exemplar of American patriotism, freedom, and justice. For a noteworthy segment of the 
East European Jewish immigrant masses, however, who began pouring into this country 
beginning in the 1880s, Lincoln came to exemplify a somewhat different set of sociopolitical 
values. Many of the Central European Jews, whose ancestors had settled in the United 
States prior to the mass migration of Jews from Eastern Europe, believed that Abraham 
Lincoln’s legacy should be used to facilitate the Americanization and cultural indoctrina- 
tion of their East European immigrant coreligionists. Yet as we can see from the document 
below, many East European Jewish immigrants began to develop their own distinctive 
rationale for adulating Lincoln as an American hero. In particular, they identified with 
Lincoln’s role as the Great Emancipator, the man who gave his life so that all Americans 
could be free and equal regardless of race, color, or religious creed. As we have already 
seen in previous chapters, East European Jewish immigrants related Lincoln's role in the 
emancipation of African Americans to their own economic struggles as well as to the 
immigrant circumstances they encountered in their new country. 

Some of the East European Jewish immigrants identified with the values of com- 
munism, socialism, and anarchism, and some were actively involved in the American 
labor movement. These Jews appreciated Lincoln’s reputation as an American leader who 
believed that all peoples, including American slaves, were inherently entitled to equal 
access under the law. As one historian summarized, “More than any other American 
hero, Lincoln was embraced in radical Jewish circles.””3 

Lincoln’s legacy as a “Common Man” took on special relevance to East European 
immigrant Jews who were socialists or labor activists. They maintained that if Lincoln— 
friend of the “common man”—had been alive at the dawn of the twentieth century, he 
would have been an opponent of capitalism and a firm partisan of labor. Lincoln was, 
after all, one of the people. As a young man, he had been a laborer—a member of the 
proletariat—so from this perspective he would have most definitely sympathized with the 
socialist ideals that meant so much to many of the immigrants. 

In the following editorial that appeared in the Yiddish daily newspaper the Forverts 
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(commonly referred to in English as the Jewish Daily Forward) on February 10, 1900, we 

find one interesting example of how East European Jewish socialists regarded Lincoln 
as one of their own. According to the editors of the Forverts, Lincoln was a comrade in 
“mankind’s larger campaign for freedom.” The authors of this Yiddish editorial accuse 
American capitalists of exploiting Lincoln’s legacy in order to convince naive immigrants 
that the American Horatio Alger story was anything but a pro-capitalist myth. 

In line with the editorial’s Marxist point of view, Lincoln did indeed deserve some 
credit for freeing the slaves. The American slavocracy testified to the fundamentally oppres- 
sive nature of capitalism, and by dismantling the slave system Lincoln was contributing 
to the collapse and ultimate defeat of this corrupt social system. The Yiddish socialists 
held Lincoln up as a heroic figure in mankind's battle for freedom, and they believed he 
was a fellow worker in the struggle against America’s ruling plutocracy. 


In Honor of Lincoln’s Birthday 


In two days the American nation will mark the birthday of the man whose fate 
and circumstances placed him at the helm of the great battle for the freedom 
from slavery of the Negro race—Abraham Lincoln. 

This person deserved a better fate than to become the ideal of today’s 
American bourgeoisie. Abraham Lincoln, who despised slavery—and lost a 
great deal throughout his life—what similarities does he have with today’s 
American oppressors and political corruptionists?! What does Lincoln have 
in common with today’s American land thieves? 

Were this honest martyr to come out of his grave today and see the prog- 
ress the American people have made in the area of freedom and justice, he 
would not wait for a political adversary to put another bullet in his heart! 

What connection does the United States of today have with Abraham 
Lincoln? Lincoln was not what the ruling class expects from today’s American 
“statesman.” In the wild desert of today’s American politics there is no such 
growth as Abraham Lincoln. 

How sad does the progress of the United States look in comparison even 
to the shadow of Abraham Lincoln. How can the likes of [William] McKinley, 
Mark Hanna and [Theodore] Roosevelt compare with him? 

How much credit is due to Lincoln for the liberation of the Negro slaves? 
Only history can judge this. He was definitely an honest man. He possessed. 
honest convictions, and he loved the American nation from the depths of his 
heart. These qualities are so far removed from today’s politicians—as far as 
heaven is from earth. 

Freeing the Negro slaves was based on a historic economic need, which was 
inevitable. Therefore, one cannot credit any individual or group of individuals 
or parties with that achievement. But the feeling against slavery filled many 
refined souls in the campaign for freedom. 
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The Lincolns, Greeleys, Wendell Phillipses, John Browns, and Whittiers”4 
of the fifties and sixties loved this freedom with all their being and fought for 
it. Some of them fought for it their entire lives. 

Not only did they hate black slavery. Many of them, Horace Greeley for 
example, were involved in an open battle against the white slave masters... . 
In fact, shortly before his death, Lincoln declared that the greatest danger for 
the United States was the power of capitalism. 

Lincoln’s prophecy came true. The American plutocracy burdened the 
American people with heavy chains, chains like the slaves bore. The desire to 
enslave the black race has returned today as the desire to enslave entire nations. 

Lincoln’s battle for emancipation has become McKinley’s battle for ex- 
pansion. From the principle of freedom has developed the principle of slavery. 

So—what does today’s ruling class in America have to do with Abraham 
Lincoln? 

American capitalists love to use Lincoln as an example for today’s youth. 
Here in America, they say, everyone has the opportunity to become a some- 
body! The President of the United States was a simple wood-chopping youth! 

Do today’s American youth really have such opportunities? Is there no 
Chinese Wall?> blocking today’s working youth? Is not every opportunity oc- 
cupied by capital and for capital? Does an American working youth have the 
slightest chance of becoming something other than a slave to capitalism? Is 
this not exactly what Abraham Lincoln was so fearful of and concerned about? 

Abraham Lincoln! The politics of today’s bourgeoisie is not a continuation 
of his battle. His battle is a chapter in the history of mankind’s larger campaign 
for freedom. His inheritors are those who battle for human freedom and against 
the leadership of the plutocrats!*¢ 


2. LINCOLN IN YIDDISH POETRY 


Many poems about life in America were written in Yiddish, and even a simple list of the 
titles of some of these poems evokes a picture of an earlier time, full of natural beauty, 
hope, and unexplored opportunity but also, at the same time, of injustice, alienation, 
and loneliness. As one browses through the index of America in Yiddish Poetry (1967), 
selected and translated into English by Jehiel B. and Sarah H. Cooperman, a panorama 
of the American and the American Jewish experience unfolds. Included in this collection 
of Yiddish poetry in translation are four poems inspired by Abraham Lincoln. 

‘The first poem, composed by Reuben Iceland (1884-1955), focuses on Lincoln’s famous 
trip to Richmond on April 3, 1865, less than two weeks prior to his death. Charles Carleton 
Coffin (1823-96), the well-known war correspondent, had described how former slaves 
greeted Lincoln as if he were the conquering messiah. “Hallelujah!” and “Bless the Lord!” 
they cried out, kissing his hands. Reuben Iceland painted a picture, in Yiddish verse, 
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of that famous scene that Coffin memorialized in his writings.?’ In the second poem, 
“Abraham Lincoln in the White House,” Isaac Elhanan Rontch (1899-1985) poetically 
conveys how intensely Lincoln worried over the war and the future of his nation. He was 
the lonely, sleepless figure walking incessantly through the halls of the White House.?8 
Leonid Feinberg (1907-69), in his poem, recreates in rhyme and verse the thoughts that 
may have been running through Lincoln’s head during his final moments at Ford’s Theater. 
‘The assassin, he writes, set Lincoln free. Finally, the voice of Malka Lee’s (1904-76) poem, 
“Father Abraham Lincoln,” views Lincoln through the rejoicing eyes of a former slave, 
expressing how the Yiddish poets identified with the “fellow sufferers,” those minorities 
who had been oppressed and persecuted like their own forebears. 


LINCOLN IN RICHMOND 
by Reuben Iceland”® 


The city in flames. And clusters 

Of thick black smoke to the sky curl. 

Fat, devouring flames. 

And drunken yelling and singing. 

Panicky flight of whites; 

And just-liberated Negroes, 

With garish rags on bodies black, 

Stream in waves from place to place, 

Screaming and singing, 

And carrying devastation in their beastly broad feet. 


A mass of black heads, bowed by a storm. 


The mob in magnitude is growing and the storm in vehemence, 
And painfully he bends his back in shame; 

His ears glow red. 

Was it this he looked for? 

Is not this a mockery, 

An affliction from above 

For vanity and thirst for power? 

He sees devastation, and sees even more, 

And with his big, clumsy hand 

He wipes the cold sweat off his bony brow. 


The mob in magnitude is growing and the storm in vehemence, 
And suddenly he stiffens into a wall 
Of black heads and deadly silence. 
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And soon a yell comes through, sharp and fearsome: 
“Lincoln!” 

And like a wind carries: 

“Lincoln!” 

And one calls, with eyes staring: 

“Lincoln! Jesus’s Holy One!” 

And, quivering, a voice calls: “Messiah!” 

And women their children lift high: 

“See the Redeemer!” 

And someone shouts wildly: 

“The Day of Judgment!” 

And wave-like flows over the heads: 

“The Judgment Day! 

The Judgment Day! 

The Judgment Day!” 

And thousands fall on their knees in trepidation and awe, 
Half singing, half screaming and beating foreheads 
On the stones of the pavement. 


And he, at whose feet thousands lie, 
Stands, humble and meek. 

And feels that harder much than scorn is to bear praise, 
And lower than dust 

Humbles human adoration. 

And never before did he crave so much 
After rest and quiet and a place 

His years to end 

With wife and children away from people 
And be free of any lust for glory 
Vain—and fame. 


ABRAHAM LINCOLN IN THE WHITE HOUSE 
by Isaac Elhanan Rontch*° 


He paces about deeply absorbed, as in the depths of anguish, 
Through the hushed parlors of the White House. 
It is pitch night, it is deep night, 


The long, long hands outstretched 
To the Gettysburg battlefield, 
To soldier sons of all the states. 
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The land is all asleep, the citizens rest; 
And Washington, the capital, is silent. 
Only the President is awake— 
Father Abe, great and humble. 


He sees young, strong men marching 

Off in smoke to suffering and to death. 

He hears the drums beating, the trumpets blaring, 
Horses taking leave of city stones. 


It’s now quiet in the White House, 
In the lateness of the night, in deep, black night; 
But restless is the tall, gloomy President. 


He sees ambulances move endlessly, 

Like caravans through the desert, crowded with sick. 
The town is full of them, 

Their throes deafen the sky. 

Abe Lincoln covers his face, 

Bent with torture and anguish, 

And cries and weeps within himself: 

“T cannot bear it any longer.” 

He looks out of the window in the White House, 
Abe Lincoln, the President in the Civil War. 

It is night, it is black, it is horror. 

The land calls, the world calls, 

Generations call, long since passed: 

“Free the land of shame, 

Free the soul of disgrace!” 


The land calls you, Abe Lincoln; 
Hands of the black slave are outstretched to you, 
Prophets of all times are calling upon you. 


The blood of the Civil War will be wiped off; 

Like the bright sun will truth shine. 

United once more will the people be; 

And stronger than war, peace is. 

In fire and in blood freedom is born 

And man must purify himself in torment of battle 
To be free. 
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The city sleeps, the land slumbers. 
But in the White House paces lonely, 
Deep in thought, 

Abe Lincoln, the President. 


ABRAHAM LINCOLN 
by Leonid Feinberg™ 


The play goes on... Honest Abe sits in thought. 
His heart is heavy, his face is weary, 

He sees how the theater stares cautiously, 

But of the play his wakeful ear hears naught. 


In his ear echoes still the rumble of artillery... 
He sees before him so much blood and dust... 
And suddenly—banging . .. Abe picks himself up 
And falls on hands caressed and tenderly. 


His dim gaze becomes filled with lead. 

On his face spreads the veiled shadow of death: 
“T have the slaves from slavery led— 

And I swear, by God, I have no regrets. 


“And me, today the murderer here set free 
From the heavy cross of my daily Golgotha.” 


FATHER ABRAHAM LINCOLN 
by Malka Lee* 


Of what did my mind become aware— 
Lincoln, father of the slaves? 

I stand in the fields and look over there 
Where the wonders of the world lie engraved. 


Where the mountain ranges extend, 
On blue mists outspread, 

I see there runs a chain of men, 

A race with upraised heads. 


Father Lincoln, with his hat stiff-crowned, 
I see through the mountains he spans; 

In its own blood the sun goes down, 

The clouds swim by like swans. 
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For me his lion’s voice blares, 

For them he freedom decreed. 

I stay in the fields and look over there, 
How the freed slaves proceed. 


The black sons sing, 

Their jungle rhythms blare. 

And he leads the children to the morning, 
Where black and white are brothers there. 


The horizon is wrapped in a red firebrand, 
The sun goes down in a flaming glow. 

I spread over them my motionless hand— 
Oh, let us together with him go! 


Iam the flame of the sunset 

That into the valley descended. 

Everything stilled in your chansonette, 
Iam with the mountain and valley blended. 


Stars in the roof of the sky ignite, 

The quietude sings as with pre-creation; 

On a silver horn rides the night 

And seeds the valley with stars diamond-spun. 


3. LINCOLN’S MASTERPIECE: AMERICAN JEWRY AND THE GETTYSBURG ADDRESS 


The first document reproduced below is a copy of a brief address and prayer that Rabbi 
Sabato Morais delivered on July 4, 1863, in the sanctuary of Philadelphia’s Mickve Israel 
Congregation. Morais was an outspoken supporter of Lincoln’s policies, and on Inde- 
pendence Day in 1863, the synagogue hosted members of the Union League of Philadel- 
phia, a local patriotic social society established in 1862, whose purpose was to uphold 
the Constitution of the United States and support the president’s efforts to preserve the 
Union.* The Union League invited the rabbi to speak on a patriotic theme befitting 
the occasion. 

As we can see from the document, Morais was unable to muster much patriotic gas- 
conade. He told his listeners he was deeply despondent over the gruesome loss of life that 
had just occurred on the Gettysburg battlefield—not far from Philadelphia—on July 1-3, 
1863. In the course of Morais’s address, he soberly reflected on the profundity of a loss this 
great, which he linked to the upcoming weeks of penitence preceding the Jewish fast day 
that occurred on the ninth day of Av (Tisha B’Av).*4 
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What is genuinely intriguing about this document, beyond Morais’s characteristic 
eloquence, is the first sentence of the third paragraph, where the rabbi remarks, “I am not 
indifferent, my dear friends! to the event, which four score and seven years ago, brought 
to this new world light and joy” (emphasis added). The following Friday, July 10, 1863, 
the Jewish Messenger, a Jewish newspaper published in New York, printed the entirety 
of Morais’s July 4, 1863 address. 

Most scholars agree that Lincoln’s famous turn of phrase “Four score and seven 
years ago” came from the King James Version of the Bible, with which he was so familiar, 
and wherein the phrase “three score and ten” appears numerous times. It is nevertheless 
fascinating to discover that Morais’s use of “four score and seven years ago” is arrestingly 
identical to the immortal words Lincoln employed as he began the Gettysburg Address 
on November 19, 1863.*° Is it possible that Lincoln had read Morais’s sermon and made 
mental note of the rabbi’s biblical rhetoric? This question has no definitive answer.*° 

The second Gettysburg document comes from a public reception organized by the 
Hebrew Immigrant Aid Society (HIAS) honoring Moses Alexander (1853-1932), governor 
of Idaho.*’ The reception was held on Thursday evening, August 26, 1915, in Faneuil Hall in 
Boston. To bring some humor to the occasion, the highly regarded Hebrew writer Abraham 
Alpert (18712-1939), whose nom de plume was “Ish Kovno,”* contributed an English parody 
on the Gettysburg Address lampooning the HIAS. The American Hebraist selected Lincoln's 
famous oration to serve as the source of a parody that would entertain those who were 
immersed in the work of immigrant aid. That “Ish Kovno” chose to satirize the “Gettysburg 
Address” —and not some other familiar Jewish or American text—is a clear indication that 
Lincoln's speech was already very well known. 

It is also interesting to note that many of the Alpert spoofs about the HIAS will still 
bring a smile to the face of Jewish communal leaders one hundred years after this parody 
was first published. 


Address 


On ASNT OVA ADIN as ay 
This day is a day of trouble, of rebuke, and derision.* 

Brethren? You will have recognized in my quotation the words wherewith 
the messengers of Hezekiah addressed the prophet, Isaiah, in the name of their 
sorrow-stricken king. The army of Assyria had then invaded the country of 
Judah and its chief general had added insult to the injury, by public expres- 
sions of opprobrium and blasphemy. To avert national dishonor and ruin, the 
prayer of the inspired servant of God, was at that juncture earnestly solicited. 

But the text I have chosen may possibly be deemed too doleful for the 
occasion I was officially asked to recall to your memory. A stirring oration 
on political topics may perhaps be anticipated, as the most fitting manner 
of complying with the request. But with all due deference to the opinion en- 
tertained by the influential body of men, who have applied for my services, 
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I will say,—as the heathen Seer of whom we have read in the section of this 
morning,—*93 OFX Ow? Wk 7977 727K Inx—” The word which God putteth 
in my mouth, that shall I speak.”4° 

Iam not indifferent, my dear friends! to the event, which four score and 
seven years ago, brought to this new world light and joy. I yield to none in 
feelings of deep reverence for the sages and patriots that labored for its con- 
summation. The principles enunciated in the document unfolded and first read 
in yonder hall, command still my highest admiration. But the more intently 
I gaze upon the bright past, the darker does the present appear in my vision. 

The murky clouds which have long hovered all over the American hori- 
zon, gathered at length menacingly nearer to our homes. The thunder was 
ready to burst upon our heads, and we,—in our mad security,—neglected 
to set up the lightning rods, wherewith to blunt its violence. Behold, my 
hearers! the deplorable consequences and weep. The dust raised by the foot 
of invasion has tarnished our escutcheon. Havoc and devastation rage in our 
borders. Verily, I feel humbled to the earth, for, I have heard the reproach of 
our neighbors—though loyal—whose proffered help we have imperatively 
needed to shield us from danger. I cannot therefore ignore the present humil- 
iation, and triumph over the past. To evoke joyful feelings in your breasts by 
description of our former achievements, would be a vain effort; for this day 
which commemorates them is to us TE82) 772iN1 174 Ov—“a day of trouble, 
of rebuke and derision.” 

But another powerful motive combines to affect us very sadly. Brethren! 
This day is the opening of the three unpropitious weeks, which preceded the 
overthrow of Israel’s nationality. From the seventeenth of Tamuz, date the ag- 
gravation of those evils unparalleled in history, which culminated in the burn- 
ing of Solomon’s temple and the dispersion of our people. The daily sacrifices, 
which amidst the horrors of a protracted war, had still continued to be offered, 
ceased upon this day. The Roman sword, reeking with the blood of the brave 
defenders of the land of their birth, transfixed defenseless women and innocent 
infants, who had sought refuge beneath the wings of God’s dwelling. By the 
altar whereupon they laid oblations in homage to the Most High, the priests 
of the Lord fell victims to Roman ruthlessness. The ensign of heathen foes 
polluted the courts of our Sanctuary. Their carousals were indulged in, even 
within the holy precincts, which none was suffered to enter but the anointed 
descendant of Aaron upon o-15595 a1 the great day of Atonement. Aye, my 
Brethren! Upon this inauspicious day, the ravages of famine deadened maternal 
feelings and robbed nature of its instincts. 

Can it be then reasonably expected that I should expatiate upon a joyful 
theme? Can I delineate in glowing characters the happiness and glory derived, 
for a period, from the declaration that the colonial states had sundered apart 
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the bonds of dependence, when the effects of a long thralldom and of fraternal 
strife stare me in the face? No, the times do not warrant it; the melancholy 
occurrences that befell us, my brothers and sisters in faith, at this season, direct 
my thoughts to a gloomy subject. 

But if1 cannot, consistently with the feeling I experience at present, revert 
to the joyous events of the past, I may and will beseech the Eternal our God 
the future. 

In the communication received officially, I was requested to hold such ser- 
vice as may propitiate the blessing of Heaven upon us and our cause. You will all 
concur with me in the opinion that I could not more appropriately fulfill the ex- 
pressed wish than by inviting you to prayer. on95n nx Ta XT way yen ox Tp 
“God regardeth the entreaty of the forlorn and despiseth not their petition.”!! 
To it did our fathers betake themselves when suffering tribulations and were 
relieved. With that armour they protected themselves against heavenly 
wrath, and the same panoply shall defend us this day from the arrows of a 
provoked Deity. 


PRAYER 


Almighty God! Suffer our entreaty to ascend Thy throne and hearken unto it, 
as Thou didst hearken unto that King Hezekiah and Isaiah the prophet. Our 
merits cannot, like theirs, intercede for us, but Thy mercy is not measured 
by human virtues, for alas! we should then have long since been driven from 
Thy presence. 

Behold our confusion by reason of him that reproacheth and derideth. 
Uplift us from the dust into which our sins have cast us. Raise the horn of our 
salvation. Encircle Pennsylvania with Thy mighty shield, protect the lives of her 
inhabitants. Let her adversaries be foiled in their devices; let the fowler’s snare 
be broken, and the souls of Thy suppliants be delivered. Cause the din of war 
to cease from this our beloved State. But let the sound of Thy praises be heard 
in her borders, at the tidings of her success. Oh! Return unto us! O God of our 
salvation, remove from Thy servants Thy fierce anger. Then this day which has 
brought us trouble, rebuke and derision will henceforth be celebrated with a 
joyful heart with glory and national happiness. For in Thee alone we trust, O 
Most High! And through Thy divine aid we shall again walk in enlargement. 
So may it speedily be, and say ye, Amen.” 


Gettysburg Address Parody 


Four score and seven years ago a score of loyal Jewish citizens brought forth in 
this community a new organization conceived in necessity and dedicated to the 
proposition that we “aid, Americanize and naturalize the Jewish immigrants.” 
Now we are engaged ina great civil strife, testing whether this organization or 
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any organization so conceived and so dedicated can long endure. We are met at 
the crisis of that strife. We have come to dedicate the Hebrew Immigrant Aid 
Society as a monument for those who gave their energies that this organization 
might live. It is altogether fitting and proper that we should do this. But in a 
larger sense we cannot dedicate, we cannot consecrate, we cannot hallow this 
body. The willing workers here and elsewhere, who have worked here, have 
consecrated it far above our powers to add or detract. 

The world will little note or long remember what we say here, but it can 
never forget what they did. It is for us, the present members, rather to be ded- 
icated here to the unfinished task which they who labored here have thus far 
so nobly advanced. It is rather for us to be here dedicated to the great task re- 
maining before us, that from these willing workers we take increased devotion 
to that cause for which they gave the full measure of devotion; that we here 
highly resolve that these efforts and sacrifices shall not have been in vain; that 
this organization, under God, shall have a new birth of freedom, and that the 
government of this organization by the Jews, and for the Jews, shall not perish 
from the earth. A. A. (With apologies to Abraham Lincoln.)* 


4. THIS, TOO, SHALL PASS 


On September 30, 1859, Abraham Lincoln delivered an address to the Wisconsin State 
Agricultural Society in Milwaukee. Although this speech is not as well known as many 
others and its rhetoric is not as soaring as that in many of his famous addresses, Lincoln’s 
1859 Milwaukee speech proved to be a significant and thoughtful oration. He famously 
told his audience to be wary of politicians who flatter them, since farmers “are neither 
better nor worse than other people,” only “more numerous.” In another clever turn of 
phrase, Lincoln described agriculture as a form of “cultivated thought,” saying, “Every 
blade of grass is a study; and to produce two, where there was but one, is both a profit and 
a pleasure.”*4 

During these agricultural gatherings, “premiums” or prizes were given to farmers 
who made outstanding contributions to the field of agriculture. Lincoln made reference 
to this ceremony at the end of his Milwaukee address, and many commented on the con- 
cluding paragraphs of the speech, reproduced below. In it, Lincoln quotes an interesting 
story that was meant to offer a measure of comfort and perspective to those farmers who 
were destined to experience disappointment in failing to receive a premium from the 
agricultural society. 

The story Lincoln cites is a folk legend that begins, “An Eastern monarch once charged 
his wise men to invent him a sentence, to be ever in view, and which should be true 
and appropriate in all times and situations.” The wise men presented the monarch with 
the words “And this, too, shall pass away.” Those familiar with Jewish folk literature 
will recognize this famous apothegm, which is frequently recited in Hebrew, Yiddish, 
and English and is often mistakenly attributed to the Talmud, though the phrase does 
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Ti3y' 17 & 
GAM 2U YAAVOR $3.95 
THIS TOO WIL PAM TRADE MARK 
@n0. V8. PAT. OF rice 
“oO. S07708 


GOOD LUCK RING : 
FOR YOUR BOY IN THE SERVICE 


Through these difficult days, the letters "2 meamng, “THIS, 
Lard WILL PASS" will cheer and comiort everyone who 
rea it 


It is believed that this prophecy of our holy men will bring 
good luck and peace of mind’ to all who contemplote it. Your 
son, sweetheart, brother or friend will be"proud to wear this 
beautiful Sterling Silver Ring and thus carry this *inspirational 
message always with him 





World War II “good luck ring” advertisement. In 1859, Lincoln cited a familiar folk legend 
known as the “This, Too, Shall Pass” story. The expression has endured as a popular Jewish 
folk saying, “Gam zu yaavor.” See Yehudah Avidah, “Gam Zeh Ya’avor,” Yeda-'Am: Journal of the Israel Folklore 
Society 7-8 (May 1951): 14. 


not appear as such anywhere in the rabbinic literature. Yet a very similar phrase, “This, 
too, is for the good” (gam zu l’tovah), does indeed come from the Talmud.*° 

In the Journal of American Folklore, a distinguished scholar of Jewish folklore, Dov 
Noy (1920-2013) of Haifa University, noted there exist numerous versions of this story in 
the folk literature of various Middle Eastern Jewish communities. The Jewish versions 
of this legend tend to identify the “monarch” as King Solomon.*®° During World War 
II, jewelers and artists began to produce “good luck rings” with the Hebrew acronym 
“gimmel-zayin-yod” symbolizing this phrase, gam zu ya’avor (“This, too, shall pass”). 
Later, rings engraved with the entire phrase began to appear, and jewelry of this sort has 
increased in popularity up to the present day.” 

Lincoln’s closing observations at the Wisconsin State Agricultural Society, beyond 
their characteristic kindness, are intriguing because of the legend he chose to quote. 
Lincoln’s use of a folk story that appeared in Jewish literature and that resonated with 
the spirit of Judaism’s ancient wisdom has only served to reinforce a generalized im- 
pression that the sixteenth president possessed an intuitive appreciation of Jewish lore 
and learning. 
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Concluding Section of an Address by Abraham Lincoln 
before the Wisconsin State Agricultural Society 


Some of you will be successful, and such will need but little philosophy to take 
them home in cheerful spirits; others will be disappointed, and will be ina less 
happy mood. To such, let it be said, “Lay it not too much to heart.” Let them 
adopt the maxim, “Better luck next time”; and then, by renewed exertion, make 
that better luck for themselves. 

And by the successful, and unsuccessful, let it be remembered, that while 
occasions like the present, bring their sober and durable benefits, the exulta- 
tions and mortifications of them are but temporary; that the victor shall soon 
be the vanquished, if he relax in his exertion; and that the vanquished this 
year, may be victor the next, in spite of all competition. 

It is said an Eastern monarch once charged his wise men to invent him a 
sentence, to be ever in view, and which should be true and appropriate in all 
times and situations. They presented him the words: “And this, too, shall pass 
away.” How much it expresses! How chastening in the hour of pride! How 
consoling in the depths of affliction! “And this, too, shall pass away.” And yet, 
let us hope, it is not quite true. Let us hope, rather, that by the best cultivation 
of the physical world, beneath and around us, and the intellectual and moral 
world within us, we shall secure an individual, social, and political prosperity 
and happiness, whose course shall be onward and upward, and which, while 
the earth endures, shall not pass away.*8 


5. LINCOLN AND JEWISH EDUCATION 


‘The extent to which Lincoln still serves as an American Jewish exemplar can be seen in 
the exceptional role he has played in the world of Jewish education. During the last half 
of the twentieth century, Jewish educators made use of Lincoln’s legacy as a curricular 
tool for Jewish learning. Despite the fact that Lincoln was not a Jew, his life and career 
have been used to enhance and advance Jewish knowledge. Although three examples of 
this phenomenon appear below, it will be the task of future researchers to assess the var- 
ious ways in which Lincoln’s persona will have influenced American Jewish educational 
curricula and program materials over the course of the next half century. 

Sadie Rose Weilerstein (1894-1993) became one of the most popular authors of Jewish 
textbooks from the 1930s to the 1970s. In 1930, she created an imaginary character named 
K’tonton, a young boy who was always getting into trouble but whose adventures trans- 
formed Jewish learning into an exciting experience for generations of American Jewish 
youth. By the 1970s, Weilerstein had published a dozen textbooks featuring K’tonton and 
many other lovable characters.*® 

One of Weilerstein’s textbooks, Little New Angel, first published in 1947, featured 
two young sisters, Ruthie and Debby, and their new baby brother, Michael. In each of 
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the book’s chapters, Ruthie, Debby, baby Michael, and their parents manage to teach 
readers something new and interesting about Jewish life in America. The chapter re- 
printed below is titled “A Seder on Lincoln’s Birthday.” The fact that Weilerstein used 
the life of Abraham Lincoln as a strategy for teaching Jewish children about Passover is 
only one noteworthy facet of this chapter. Considering the fact that this work appeared 
eight years before the Supreme Court rendered its watershed decision in the case of 
Brown vs. Board of Education, Weilerstein’s interest in civil rights for the American 
black is truly noteworthy. The author wanted her young Jewish readers to recognize 
that on Passover, Jews should celebrate both the Jewish exodus from Egypt and the 
emancipation of the Negro slaves in America. Weilerstein’s “Lincoln’s Birthday Seder” 
leads seamlessly into the story of George Washington Carver, “one of the little slave 
children that Abraham Lincoln helped to free.” Carver’s professional career demon- 
strated to the readers that Abraham Lincoln, like Moses in the story of the Exodus, had 
wrought unhemmed good by freeing slaves. “If Abraham Lincoln had not helped to free 
the slaves,” Weilerstein wrote, “George Washington Carver might have stayed a slave 
all his life.” 

Rabbi Philip Goodman (1911-2006) joined the program staff of the National Jewish 
Welfare Board (JWB) in 1942. Until his retirement in 1976, Goodman wrote and coed- 
ited a wide range of Jewish educational publications. In 1953, Goodman published a 
volume titled Lincoln’s Birthday: Program Material for Jewish Groups. The book was 
published by the JWB to assist the Jewish community in commemorating the tercente- 
nary of Jewish settlement in America (1654-1954). The volume’s table of contents and 
especially its introduction—reproduced below—shed light on Goodman's conviction 
that Lincoln’s birthday, a legal holiday in the United States, “may aid in developing an 
appreciation of the Jewish ideals of democracy that have helped to mold American life 
[and] create an understanding of the contributions that Jews have made to the growth 
of America.” 

In 1992, Benjamin Edidin Scolnic (b. 1953) published an essay in which he presented “a 
model for the integration of Jewish and secular education” for Jewish parochial schools.*° 
Paralleling the dichotomy that separates critical history from memory, Scolnic argued 
that “Lincoln legends” are just as important in the realm of religious education as “the 
real-life Lincoln” is to the historian. Rabbinic legends shed light on values and prin- 
ciples that the ancient Jewish sages preserved, but “we can learn a great deal about 
the values of [America] by examining the process through which the Lincoln legends 
were developed.” 

These interesting examples of Jewish educational and program material that ap- 
peared in the twentieth century demonstrate that Jewish educators believed that by 
studying Lincoln’s life and legacy, American Jews could ultimately strengthen their Jew- 
ish roots.*! As Philip Goodman pointed out, Lincoln’s life offered American Jewry an 
opportunity to celebrate the values that have been “an integral part of Jewish life for 
many centuries.” 
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Lincoln’s Birthday 


«Waar are we going to do tomorrow?” 
asked Debby. 

“Tomorrow” was Lincoln’s Birthday. 

“You'll have a vacation from school,” said 
Mother. 

“But what will we do, Mother?” 

Ruth and Debby were used to doing things 
on holidays. They lit Hanukkah lights on 


Hanukkah. They masqueraded on Purim. 
91 


Sadie Rose Weilerstein’s textbook Little New Angel, first published in 1947, included a chapter 
titled “A Seder on Lincoln’s Birthday.” Reprinted from Little New Angel by Sadie Rose Weilerstein by permis- 
sion of the University of Nebraska Press; copyright 1947 by the Jewish Publication Society. 
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A Seder on Lincoln’s Birthday 
by Sadie Rose Weilerstein 


“What are we going to do tomorrow?” asked Debby. 

“Tomorrow” was Lincoln’s Birthday. 

“You'll have a vacation from school,” said Mother. 

“But what will we do, Mother?” 

Ruth and Debby were used to doing things on holidays. They lit Hanuk- 
kah lights on Hanukkah. They masqueraded on Purim. They ate turkey on 
Thanksgiving day and cherry tarts on Washington’s Birthday. 

“What would you like to do for Lincoln’s Birthday?” Mother asked. 

“We could have a Seder or something,” Debby answered. 

“But a Seder is for Pesach,”>? said Ruthie. 

“We could have a Seder two times,” Debby insisted. “Abraham Lincoln 
saved the negro slaves, same as Moses saved us.” 

So next day the family had a Seder. It wasn’t a Pesach Seder with matzah 
and the mahnishtanah and Had Gadya.* It was a Lincoln’s Birthday Seder. 

There was a log cabin for a centerpiece. Ruth and Debby had made it out 
of their Lincoln logs, and Mother had heaped a pile of peanuts on each side 
of it. She didn’t say why. 

“The first thing will be the Four Questions,” Daddy said. “Every Seder 
must begin with four questions. Ask a question, Debby.” 

But Debby couldn’t think of a question to ask. She tried, but not a question 
came into her mind. Ruth couldn’t think of a question either. 

“Well,” Daddy said, “if you don’t ask, you must tell. Tell a story, Debby.” 

So Debby told the story of Abraham Lincoln. She learned it in school. 
And now that she didn’t have to ask a question, a question popped right out 
of her mouth. 

“Was Abraham Lincoln a Jew, Daddy?” 

“No,” said Daddy, “he was a Christian.” 

“Then why was his name Abraham?” 

“Because his mother loved the Bible stories. She gave her baby the same 
name as Abraham in the Bible.” 

“Did the slaves read the Bible stories?” Debby asked. 

“They couldn't read,” Daddy explained. “They weren’t sent to school. But 
they knew the stories. They sang songs about them.” 

And Daddy and Mother sang When Israel Was in Egypt Land. Ruth and 
Debby joined in the chorus. 

“Go down Moses. 

Tell old Pharaoh to let my people go.” 

After that they sang Little David Play on Your Harp, and Old Black Joe, 
and Way Down upon the Swanee River. 
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And that made Debby think of another question. 

“Did the negro slaves hide their babies in the Swanee River?” 

She was thinking of Baby Moses, whose mother hid him in a basket in 
the Nile. 

“No,” Mother said, “they didn’t hide their babies in the river. But they loved 
them very much. That’s why they were so happy about Abraham Lincoln. They 
wanted their babies to grow up to be free and not slaves.” 

And now Ruthie thought of a question. 

“Why are black people black, Mother? Why can’t they be white like us?” 

“Because God made them black,” Mother explained. “He said, ‘I must take 
good care of these children of mine. They live in the middle of Africa where 
the sun is burning hot. I will put plenty of pigment in their skin. (Pigment is 
color.) Then the sun won’t burn them and they will be comfortable and well’ 
This was long ago in the beginning of things.” 

“Any more questions?” asked Daddy. 

And Ruthie, who had been looking at the piles of peanuts all through the 
Seder, asked, “What are the peanuts for, Mother?” 

“That’s the question I’ve been waiting for,” said Mother. “The peanuts are 
to eat, after you've heard a story about them.” 

And mother told the story of [. . .] 


GEORGE WASHINGTON CARVER AND THE PEANUTS 


The story is about one of the little slave children that Abraham Lincoln helped 
to free. His name was George Washington Carver. When he was hardly more 
than a baby, wicked men came and stole his mother away. But a kind farmer’s 
wife looked after him. 

Little George was so frightened, it was a long time before he learned to 
speak to people. He stammered and stuttered whenever he tried. But he talked 
to the little wild creatures in the wood, and they became his friends. He sang 
to the flowers and they taught him their secrets. And because he had no father 
or mother to talk to, he talked to God. He called God, “Mr. Creator.” 

Little George learned so much from the plants and books, that when he 
grew up he became a great and wise teacher, a scientist. First he taught the 
white boys and girls in a university in the north. But he kept thinking about his 
own people, the ragged, barefooted boys and girls in the south, whose fathers 
and grandfathers had been slaves just as he had been. They wanted so much 
to learn, but there was no one to teach them. 

“They need me,” George Washington Carver said. “I will go down to 
Tuskegee and teach them to be good farmers.” 

Tuskegee was a new school for colored people in Alabama. 

One day the farmers came to Mr. Carver in great trouble. 
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“The Boll Weevil has come,” they cried. “All our cotton plants are dying. 
The blossoms are falling to the ground.” 

The Boll Weevils were tiny bugs with ENORMOUS appetites. The ate and 
they ate and they ate until every cotton plant was killed. 

“What shall we do?” the farmers cried. There were black farmers and 
white farmers among them. “We have no cotton to sell. Our children will 
go hungry.” 

“Plant peanuts,” Mr. Carver said to them. “Boll Weevils never hurt peanuts. 
And peanuts are good for men and good for soil.” 

So the farmers planted peanuts. The plants grew green and sturdy. The 
blossoms bent over, burrowed into the ground and turned into plump pods. 

But a new trouble came. Nobody wanted to buy the peanuts. 

“We have all the bags of peanuts we can sell,” said the peanut-stand man. 

“What can we do with peanuts? We have all the salted peanuts we need,” 
said the storekeepers. 

Again the farmers were sad. But this time they were angry too. 

“Why did you tell us to plant peanuts?” they cried. “The peanuts will rot 
in the ground. We shall grow poor and our children will go hungry.” 

Then George Washington Carver went off by himself and prayed 
to God. 

“Dear Mr. Creator,” he prayed, “please tell me what the peanut was made 
for. What is it? What can we do with it?” 

And he thought God answered: “Go into your laboratory. Take your 
burners and your pans and your beakers and your chemicals and your 
microscope. I will show you how to take the peanut apart and put it 
together again.” 

Then George Washington Carver took bushel baskets full of peanuts and 
locked himself into his laboratory. All day long he worked, and all night, and 
the next day and night, and the next and the next and the next. Then at last 
he opened his door and called for his pupils. On the table was a long row of 
things that had not been there before—oil, cheese, milk, stains, ink, soap, 
flour, cattle feed. All these things George Washington Carver had made— 
out of PEANUTS. 

And he kept on making things out of peanuts—three hundred different 
things. Now the poor farmers, the white ones and the colored ones, could sell 
all the peanuts they raised. They weren’t poor any more. And it was all because 
of George Washington Carver. 

“And Abraham Lincoln,” Debby added. 

“True,” said Mother. “If Abraham Lincoln had not helped to free the slaves, 
George Washington Carver might have stayed a slave all his life.” 

Then they ate their peanuts and the Seder was over.*4 
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From Lincoln’s Birthday: Program Material for Jewish Groups 
Compiled and edited by Philip Goodman 


Lincoln’s Birthday on February 12th is a legal holiday in more than thirty states. 

The celebration of Lincoln’s Birthday is an inspiring occasion for the peo- 
ple of America. Lincoln’s life is studded with gems of toil and perseverance, 
integrity of purpose, pursuit of justice, humaneness and humbleness, and is 
crowned with a peculiar genius all his own. From the obscurity of an envi- 
ronment of low social status and dire poverty through conscientious service 
and devotion to lofty ideals, Abe Lincoln rose to the pinnacle of honor in the 
United States of America. His achievement is one of the noblest inspirations 
for modern Americans. 

For the Jewish people of our land it has added significance. Not only did 
Lincoln have Jewish friends but he was a friend of the Jews as well as of all other 
minority groups. The commemoration of the birthday of the Great Emanci- 
pator by Jewish groups should include an exposition of the values exemplified 
by the celebrant’s life which have been an integral part of Jewish life for many 
centuries as well as a presentation of his biography and his relationships to 
the Jews. These permanent values—industry, studiousness, honesty, courage, 
loyalty, love of books, respect for all men and fear of God—are as valid today 
as they were for Honest Abe a century ago. Lincoln was not perfect. He was 
human, suffered frailties and overcame many obstacles. Because he was human 
and yet succeeded in filling an exemplary role in American life, we cherish 
his memory and strive to learn from his life. Indeed, Lincoln embodied many 
values that have always been part and parcel of the Jewish heritage. 

Appropriate celebrations of Lincoln’s Birthday and other uses of the oc- 
casion for group programming may aid in developing an appreciation of the 
Jewish ideals of democracy that have helped to mold American life; create 
an understanding of the contributions that Jews have made to the growth of 
America; and promote better relationships among peoples of all faiths on the 
American scene. 

There is an abundance of literature on the life, writings and speeches 
of Lincoln that is readily available in numerous volumes. . . . This book is 
primarily although not exclusively limited to the presentation of material for 
programming concerning Lincoln and the Jews. 

Preparation for Lincoln’s Birthday may be an integral part of a group’s 
on-going program. Interest may be aroused through any number of the usual 
means used in group work to stimulate participation. Many aspects of group 
programming lend themselves to the introduction of the subject. House or 
club councils may assume the responsibility for initiating suitable projects. 

Jewish Community Centers may invite Jewish chaplains, Jewish war veter- 
ans, boy scouts and girl scouts to participate in Lincoln’s Birthday celebrations. 
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While such events at Centers may highlight the Jewish interest, they should 
not preclude the possibility of the Center’s cooperating with other civic agen- 
cies in sponsoring community-wide celebrations. The observance of Lincoln’s 
Birthday may be combined with that of Brotherhood Week. 

The celebration of Lincoln’s Birthday offers opportunities for expanding 
the total Jewish program of the agency. Skillful programming for this occasion 
involves the integrated use of creative skills—drama, writing, arts and crafts, 
music—as well as appropriate games, stories, plays and pageants, discussions, 
trips to points of historical interest, parties, dances and other social activity. ... 

An early publication of the National Jewish Welfare Board on Lincoln’s 
Birthday has been out-of-print for many years. It is hoped that this book will 
meet the long-felt need to provide program material to aid Jewish groups in 
the observance of Lincoln’s Birthday. Most of the material on Lincoln and his 
relationships with the Jews is unavailable. This compilation, with the inclusion 
of much new material hithertofore unpublished, is an effort to present within 
one binding program suggestions and actual material so as to spare its users 
the need to refer to sources not generally accessible. A conscious attempt was 
made to include the most useful material.*° 


Footsteps on the Ceiling and Idols on the Floor: Integrated Study 
of History and Story in the Conservative Jewish Day School 


by Benjamin Edidin Scolnic 


YOUNG HONEST ABE: THE FUNERAL OF NANCY 
HANKS AND “FOOTSTEPS ON THE CEILING” 


If we have been raised in the United States we know the stories of Young Abe 
Lincoln. We heard them as children, and now, as parents, we share them with 
our own children. We talk about Young Abe walking twenty miles to borrow 
a book (when we can’t get our kids away from the VCR) or of Abe’s struggling 
to read by firelight. 

In every book I have read about Lincoln, whether for children or adults, 
there is at least a passage about the death of Nancy Hanks Lincoln, Abe’s 
mother, when he was only nine years old. There was no funeral as such when 
they buried her. According to these books, Abe was extremely upset that proper 
honor was not done to his mother. Some writers maintain that he wrote to a 
preacher to request a more dignified ceremony at a later date. 

The fact is that Lincoln never wrote to a preacher, as “history-legend” has 
it. Young Abe couldn't have done so; he did not know how to write (he would 
not learn until five years later). What we know about the culture of his time 
and place indicates that Lincoln probably wasn’t even familiar with the concept 
of a funeral as we think of it. If he was concerned about such things, he had 
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a strange way of showing it; there would be no monument or marker of any 
kind over his mother’s grave during his lifetime.*° 

This is what history does to meaning. It levels it, often destroys it. There is 
no history about Nancy Hanks Lincoln’s death except that she died. And since 
that is a terrible fact, it cries out to be cried over, it demands interpretation 
and analysis. How did young Abe feel? How did he cope? Did he cry? Did this 
death affect him in lasting ways? 

So story fills in the gaps, somewhat like derash fills in the p’shat.°” The 
modern writers superimpose their own feelings about what a funeral should 
be like and assume that Lincoln must have been terribly disappointed that a 
proper service was not conducted. 

Less than a year after his mother’s death, Abe’s father left his sister and him 
totally alone. They were living in an unfinished cabin, without a real ceiling 
or floor. His father returned with their new stepmother, who immediately 
insisted that the cabin should be finished. She was especially happy with her 
new, whitewashed ceiling. Young Abe decided to have a good time. He got his 
older cousin to lift him upside down so that Abe could make footprints across 
the clean white ceiling. How would his new stepmother respond? She looked at 
the footprints and laughed. “Nobody but Abe Lincoln would ever have thought 
up such a thing,” she said. They cleaned up the ceiling together. 

What does the story tell us? The new stepmother appreciates Abe. Foot- 
prints on the ceiling test her, and a family is created. 

The story of the footprints on the ceiling is a cute story, but no cuter than 
any that most of us have in our own family memory-book. It is only in the 
context of Abraham Lincoln’s life that the story attains historical importance. 
The roof of the Lincoln cabin was finished because of Abe’s stepmother, it was 
unfinished before she came. She made them turn a hut into a house. Footprints 
on the ceiling mocked her efforts. 

It is not important whether this story is historically true or not. As a writ- 
ten record, it carries the truth of literature or text. It is not a superimposition 
of meaning which runs counter to the custom of Abe’s environment. This cute 
story becomes important because it represents the new stage of Abe’s emotional 
life with a new mother. 

History tells us that Abe never read by firelight. History tells us that Abe 
Lincoln only went to school for a short while, so he did not walk six miles back 
and forth for years, as the legends tell it.>° 

But history is not just what happened. History is also what we say hap- 
pened. History has selected and developed certain stories about Abraham 
Lincoln’s life. That selection process tells us more about American dreams 
and myths, about the values we want our children to have, than it does about 
Abraham Lincoln’s actual experiences. ... 


LINCOLN MISCELLANY 


We are the stories that we tell about ourselves. Do we really think that 
the patient on the psychoanalyst’s couch is accurately reporting exactly what 
happened to him? Memory is much more complex than that. In many ways, 
the patient “creates” his history by interpreting his memory and experiences. 
The analyst interprets his patient’s case-history as story. Even a case-history, 
then, becomes a literary form... .*° 

Each historical figure is a separate case, but the literary traditions about 
the Biblical Abraham and Abraham Lincoln are fairly typical in the way they 
develop answers to questions which may never have been asked when the Torah 
was written or Abraham Lincoln was living... . 

A story such as “Footsteps on the Ceiling” shows, in a most reassuring 
way, how human Abraham Lincoln was. The story helps the child to counter 
the feelings of inferiority. The impact of the story may be that “Abe Lincoln 
was just a prankster and look how he turned out...” 

In the separation of levels of meaning, all meanings become clearer. After 
all is said and done, we are trying to create American Jews who can integrate 
their religious beliefs with their understanding of the modern world, who are 
not left with inner dichotomies. In bringing children back to the point where 
meaning is created, by following the same methodology whether the subject 
is religious or secular, we will enable the students to achieve their own ver- 
sions of integration. We are trying to create human beings who understand 
the implications of history and of classic texts for their own lives. Each child, 
in his imagination, will achieve his own synthesis of the stories he is told. .. . 


CONCLUSIONS 


What can we learn about America from the tales it tells about its heroes? 
Study of Abraham Lincoln would take us back, as William Safire’s brilliant 
novel Freedom does, to the real-life Lincoln, with all of the controversy and 
turbulence associated with his leadership. But what objective history has to 
say about Lincoln is only part of what America remembers about him. We can 
learn a great deal about the values of our country by examining the process 
through which the Lincoln legends were developed. Standing on the verge of 
the creation of meaning, from the perspective of Lincoln’s own time, we can 
understand not only how but why those legends sprang into existence. The 
American dream will attain a new and different level of meaning and, thus, a 
new and different reality.% 


6. WAS ABRAHAM LINCOLN JEWISH? 


It is difficult to determine when American Jews began wondering whether Abraham 
Lincoln was actually a bone fide Jew. During his presidency, we do know that when 
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Lincoln lived in the White House, the Jews of Louisville “jocularly” referred to Lincoln 
as “Rabbi Abraham,” and in his oft-quoted eulogy for Lincoln, Rabbi Isaac M. Wise 
claimed that the president himself told him he had always believed he was a descendant 
of Jewish parentage. The author of Abraham Lincoln and the Jews, Isaac Markens, asked 
Lincoln’s son Robert if he had ever heard his parents discussing the possibility that the 
president came from Jewish descent. Robert claimed he had never in his life heard the 
topic discussed by his parents or by anyone in the family. In 1951, when Bertram W. 
Korn published his magnum opus, American Jewry and the Civil War, he did not give 
Wise’s assertion any credence, saying, “It is almost incomprehensible that Lincoln should 
have said the exact words quoted by Wise without having made similar statements to 
other acquaintances.” 

In spite of all evidence to the contrary, the belief that Lincoln may actually have 
been a descendant of Jewish lineage continues to endure. The first document presented 
below appeared in a publication titled Eden, a monthly publication edited by the Ju- 
nior Congregation of the Reading Road Temple, Cincinnati, Ohio. To commemorate 
Lincoln’s birthday in February 1929, a student named Morton Reiser composed an 
eight-verse poem titled “Some Say Lincoln Was a Jew,” comparing the sixteenth president 
to “Moses of old.” 

The second document, “Was There a Jewish President?,” has enjoyed worldwide cir- 
culation via the Internet ever since 2006, when the article first appeared. This “urban 
legend” was attributed to Rabbi Jeff Kahn (b. 1952), then of Temple Har Shalom, Warren, 
New Jersey. Various versions of this same speculative suggestion have continued to spread, 
including some anti-Semitic renderings that have even appeared on the websites of white 
supremacist groups by way of explaining that it was actually Lincoln’s “Jewishness” that 
compelled him to free the slaves! 4 

The final document is a sermon written by Rabbi Adam J. Raskin (b. 1974), Beth To- 
rah Congregation, Richardson, Texas. Raskin’s sermon, delivered on February 14, 2009, 
for the bicentennial anniversary of Lincoln’s birth, starts by recapitulating the “myth of 
Lincoln’s Jewishness.” The rabbi begins by reviewing many of the same ideas that origi- 
nally appeared in the Kahn document, but he concludes by reminding the congregation 
of a famous story that the artist Frances B. Carpenter (1830-1900) immortalized. When 
asked why he never joined a church, Carpenter overheard Lincoln say: 


I have never united myself to any church, because I have found difficulty 
in giving my assent, without mental reservation, to the long, complicated 
statements of Christian doctrine which characterize their articles of Belief 
and Confessions of Faith. When any church will inscribe over its altar, as 
its sole qualification for membership, the Savior’s condensed statement of 
the substance of both law and gospel: “Thou shalt love the Lord thy God 
with all thy heart and with all thy soul and with all the mind [sic],”° [and 
also] “love thy neighbor as thyself”6°—that church will I join with all my 
heart and all my soul.* 
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Lincoln’s decision to cite these particular phrases from the Hebrew scriptures, par- 
ticularly the admonition that comes from Deuteronomy 6:5—a phrase that traditional 
Jews recite three times a day—seemed to underscore Lincoln’s affinity to the principles 
that are at the core of Jewish theology. This may be why, the rabbi goes on to suggest, 
Lincoln was drawn so powerfully toward the path of justice and righteousness during 
the course of his life. 

From the days of Lincoln’s presidency, when the Jews of Louisville apparently dubbed 
him “Rabbi Abraham,” to the numerous contemporaneous “urban legends” on the Internet 
suggesting that Lincoln came from Jewish stock, it is clear that conjectures that Lincoln 
was a Jew by genealogical descent continue to flourish. Despite the fact that there exists 
no empirical evidence that Lincoln was a Jew by the standards of traditional Jewish law, 
it is more than evident that many Americans—both Jews and non-Jews—are fascinated 
by the possibility, however remote, that Abraham Lincoln may have indeed been a Jew 
by descent. 

As for American Jews, they have long accepted Lincoln as an honorary Jew, or, to 
paraphrase the president’s own famous phrase, American Jews have persistently recon- 
structed Lincoln into an “almost chosen person.” ® 


LINCOLN 
by Morton Reiser 


Some say Lincoln was a Jew, 
For he had all the virtues: 

He was kind and loving, 
Honest, staunch, and true. 

He it was who freed the slaves, 
Like Moses did of old. 

The Patriarch the Jews did save, 
In our history ’tis told. 


Was There a Jewish President? 
by Rabbi Jeff Kahn 


On the twelfth of February, 1809, nearly 200 years ago, a young, poor illiterate 
woman from Virginia, Nancy Hanks Lincoln, gave birth to a son, in a log 
cabin, built along the banks of the south fork of Nolin Creek, near what is 
now Hodgenville, Kentucky. That baby, whom she named Abraham, grew to 
become one of our greatest, and most tragic, national leaders. 

Lincoln was a man of great spiritual conviction. Yet, and I find this fact 
fascinatingly instructive, Abraham Lincoln was the only American president 
not to have declared himself a member of any particular religious faith. That 
fact has given rise to a great deal of interesting speculation. In fact, there 
are those who believe that Honest Abe was Jewish. After all, his name was 
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Abraham. His great-grandfather was named Mordechai. Lincoln was the only 
President not to have a formal religious affiliation. He was neither raised in a 
church nor did he ever belong to a church. 

And there’s more . . . the town of Lincoln, in eastern England, whence 
his ancestors came, has an interesting Jewish history. A Jewish community 
was established there in 1159. During Crusader riots, the Sheriff of Lincoln 
saved the Jews by giving them official protection. St. Hugh, the great Bishop of 
Lincoln, taught love of Jews to his parishioners. His death was marked by an 
official period of mourning among Lincoln’s Jews. Rabbi Joseph of Lincoln was 
a scholar mentioned in the Talmud; Aaron of Lincoln was a financier whose 
operations extended all over the country. 

In 1255, Lincoln’s Jews were accused of ritual murder. Ninety-one Lincoln 
Jews were sent to London for trial and 18 were executed. Notwithstanding, 
the Lincoln Jewish community flourished until 1290, when they were forcibly 
expelled by edict. 

Most Jewish historians assume that all the Jews of Lincoln left in 1290. But 
could it be possible that some remained, practicing their Judaism in secret... 
passing the family secret from generation to generation? The more we learn of 
the secret life of Spanish Jewry following the Expulsion of 1492, the more we 
must at least consider the possibility of the same thing occurring elsewhere. 

When Abraham Lincoln was assassinated, whole Jewish communities sat 
shivah. Rabbis all over the country eulogized the fallen President. Rabbi Isaac 
Mayer Wise, the man who created Reform Judaism in this country, began his 
eulogy with the words “... Brethren, the lamented Abraham Lincoln believed 
himself to be bone from our bone and flesh from our flesh. He supposed himself 
to be a descendant of Hebrew parentage. He said so in my presence.” 

Lincoln was often questioned about his religious beliefs. Time and again, 
he told of a special passage from Scripture that summed up his theology. It 
was the twentieth chapter of the Book of Exodus he recommended that every 
American study, learn and follow. In English it is usually referred to as the 
Ten Commandments.” 


Abraham Lincoln and the Pintele Yid 
By Rabbi Adam J. Raskin 


Shabbat Shalom, and Happy President’s Day Weekend to all! I'm sure that 
you all know that Monday is President’s Day . . . and this year, President’s 
Day is extra-special because of the bicentennial celebration of the birth of our 
16th President, Abraham Lincoln . .. who also of course was the first Jewish 
president! Surely you’ve considered the evidence for Lincoln being a Jew... . 
Beyond the fact that he had a beard and wore a black hat . . . he also had a 
grandfather named Mordechai, worked as an attorney, loved to argue and 
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debate, hated hunting, loved reading, had a tinge of depression, was treated 
only by Jewish doctors, and had in-laws who didn’t think he was good enough 
for their daughter. Probably because he wasn’t a doctor! Sounds like a Jewish 
man to me! Seriously though, Lincoln used to say about Mary Todd’s parents 
that “God made do with one ‘d’ but the Todds demanded two!” And to top it 
all off, Lincoln has a street named after him in Jerusalem! 

Now you should know that Snopes doesn’t totally dismiss the myth of 
Lincoln’s Jewishness. Not so much for the reasons I just listed, but because 
of other interesting tidbits .. . like the fact that the Jews of Lincoln, England, 
where the President’s family hailed from were famously protected by the Sheriff 
of Lincoln during the Crusader Riots of 1159. St. Hugh, the bishop of Lincoln, 
regularly preached of loving Jews, and it was considered a haven of sorts when 
Jews fled from other places of persecution. Surprisingly, Lincoln never publicly 
claimed a religious affiliation, an unusual detail for the 19th Century. Surely 
to publicly claim to be a Jew would have hampered his rise to power in that 
day and age. Isaac Mayer Wise, the father of Reform Judaism in America who 
was among several of Lincoln’s eulogizers said: “Bretheren [sic], the lamented 
Abraham Lincoln believed himself to be bone of our bone, flesh of our flesh. 
He supposed himself to be a descendent of Hebrew parentage. He said so in my 
presence.” How about that for a testimonial! The problem is that we cannot cor- 
roborate that Lincoln said that to Rabbi Wise, nor any other suspicions about 
his ancestry. But there was one detail that Lincoln often mentioned publicly 
that piqued my interest. Since Lincoln was always so coy about his religious 
beliefs of affiliation, he was often asked about it by reporters, biographers, and 
colleagues. His answer was always: “There is one piece of Scripture that sums 
up my theology... the 2oth Chapter of the Book of Exodus.” 

Friends, as we all know certainly this morning, the 20th chapter of the 
book of Exodus is none other than the thrilling scene at Mt. Sinai, where Moses 
receives the 10 Commandments. I find it fascinating that Lincoln did not say 
John 3:16, Matthew 7:3, Mark 10:27, or Luke 18:27 (I didn’t make those up, they’re 
all famous, important Christian scriptural citations). ... No Lincoln chose the 
most significant, identifiable, transformative moment in Jewish history as the 
crux of his own theology. Now that’s something! The Midrash Tanchuma”! 
teaches that all souls of Jews who were living at that time, as well as all the souls 
of Jews who would ever live in the future were present at Mt. Sinai. People who 
would be born Jewish, and people who would choose to become Jewish .. . some 
part of their inanimate life, something of their spiritual matter was present 
along with the 600,000 Jews who stood together at the base of that Mountain 
when we went from a band of slaves to a kingdom of priests and a holy nation. 
Where did the Midrash get this idea? In Deuteronomy 29:14, God says to Moses, 
Iam not making this covenant with you alone, but both with those who are 
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standing here with us this day before the Lord our God... and also with those 
who are not with us here this day! The covenant, the mitzvot, Jewish destiny 
is encoded, not so much in our DNA as deep within in our souls. [Abraham 
Joshua] Heschel taught us that “every person moves in two domains: in the 
domain of nature and in the domain of the spirit.” Part of us is flesh and bones, 
and part of us, the nefesh, the neshama,” is the intangible yet animating sub- 
stance that fills our physicality with life. In fact this idea has crystallized into 
a beautiful, powerful mystical concept known often by its Yiddish name: dos 
pintele yid, or for you Hebraists out there: Netzotz ha’Yehudi... but I’m sorry it 
sounds better to me in Yiddish. A pintele yid, according to Jewish mysticism|,] 
isa spark, a little point of light, the innermost quintessence of Jewish identity. 
“The idea is that all Jews, even if they are unaware of it or have been raised so 
un-Jewishly that they do not even know they are Jewish, have within them a 
Jewish essence that can be activated under certain circumstances. To some, 
this may sound like psychological nonsense. To others, this is a deep spiritual 
truth (I reckon you know which opinion I subscribe to). If every Jewish soul 
was at Mt. Sinai, then there is a certain memory of that event imprinted upon 
our souls. And that imprint is indestructible, and always has the potential— 
regardless of assimilation or lack of Jewish education—to emerge, and make 
its presence felt.”73 

Chevrei4—I see this all the time. Jews who had little Jewish education 
as children but something they can’t put their finger on draws them back to 
Jewish life. Jews who spent most of their days unaffiliated, but wake up one day 
yearning for a connection. People who are not born as Jews, but feel in their 
soul a growing realization that their lot, their destiny is with the Jewish people. 
Kids whose parents aren't particularly interested in Judaism but who never- 
theless become passionately involved in their own Jewish life (often inspired 
by Jewish youth groups or summer camps). That mysterious gravitational pull, 
says the tradition, is the pintele yid. I have felt it working in my own life, and 
I imagine many of you here today—ifI asked for a show of hands—could give 
testimony to it as well. 

In 1831, a young Abraham Lincoln was hired along with some other young 
men to navigate a flat boat down the Mississippi River to New Orleans where 
the cargo was to be dropped off. It was then that Lincoln encountered his first 
blush with the cruelty and brutality of slavery. Witnessing a slave auction, 
Lincoln was horrified by the dehumanization of what he saw. He said to his 
friends, ifI ever have a chance to take on slavery I will do so with a vengeance. I 
would love to imagine that this disdain for a widespread and globally accepted 
institution came from a certain pintele yid, a spark of Sinai that emerged in 
his soul and made him revile what he saw. Whether that is true or not, and 
whether Lincoln was Jewish or not, we are reminded by all the speculation 
that sometimes someone’s Jewishness is not worn on their sleeve or particular 
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obvious or second nature. Sometimes it is buried deep beneath a lot of family, 
historical, and circumstantial baggage. Wherever it is, let us never forget that 
this holy spark is the indestructible, ever burning ember of Jewish life. If you 
feel something deep inside of you, pulling you to learn, to explore, to deepen 
your Jewish life . . . perhaps that’s your pintele yid yearning to be unleashed. 
Don’t repress it dear friends .. . let it shine. Let it shine!” 
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Le the end of Philip Roth’s blockbuster novel Portnoy’s Complaint, Alexander 
Portnoy is reminiscing about a field trip he had taken to the courthouse in Newark, 
New Jersey, when he was in eighth grade. He recalls that there were two statues near 
the courthouse, one of George Washington and the other of Abraham Lincoln. Portnoy 
then offers his thoughts on these two great American presidents: “Washington, I must 
confess, leaves me cold. Maybe it’s the horse, that he’s leaning on a horse. At any rate, he 
is so obviously a goy. But Lincoln! I could cry. Look at him sitting there, so oysgemitchet 
[exhausted]. How he labored for the downtrodden—as will I!”! 

Portnoy’s comments about Washington and Lincoln not only are humorous but also 
possess an element of truth for the American Jew at the end of the twentieth century and 
the beginning of the twenty-first. It is true that Jews respect George Washington—they 
may also regard Thomas Jefferson highly and admire Theodore Roosevelt’s forceful 
personality and so forth. Yet Portnoy’s observation is indeed a reflection of reality. As 
Stanley Jerome, the lead character in Neil Simon’s play Brighton Beach Memoirs, tells 
his cousin Nora as they plan their dinner conversation: “I'll mention someone like 
Abraham Lincoln and you look up and say, “Now there’s a man who really stood up 
for his principles.”? For many American Jews, Lincoln became an American Jewish 
icon. They related so profoundly to Lincoln and his image that it seemed as though he 
actually was their relative! 

On Friday, November 16, 2012, Steven Spielberg’s much anticipated film Lincoln 
began playing in theaters all across North America. Spielberg engaged the Pulitzer 
Prize-winning playwright and screenwriter Tony Kushner to produce a screenplay 
for the film, which was based, in part, on Doris Kearns Goodwin’s best-selling volume 
Team of Rivals: The Political Genius of Abraham Lincoln. Many critics called the film 
a cinematic triumph. A New York Times reviewer, for instance, described Lincoln as a 
“splendid” film and a “noble democratic masterpiece.” Another reviewer exclaimed, 
“Lincoln makes politics exciting again,” and NBCNews.com insisted that Spielberg’s 
Lincoln will “live on long after it leaves theaters.” 

Even before the film’s national release, some commentators took note of the fact 
that Lincoln was written and directed by American Jews. According to one critic, “as 
imagined by Spielberg and Kushner, Lincoln’s Lincoln is the ultimate mensch.” An- 
other reviewer wondered whether Spielberg, Kushner, and even Daniel Day-Lewis (who, 
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according to the reviewer, is the son of a Jewish mother) had subconsciously created 
a movie that offered audiences “a Jewish version of history” by focusing the movie on 
Lincoln’s efforts to persuade the U.S. House of Representatives to pass the Thirteenth 
Amendment, which would render the institution of slavery unconstitutional. As the 
reviewer observed, the story of Lincoln’s determination to persuade the House of Rep- 
resentatives to pass the amendment was a story of “compassion, charity and the pursuit 
of justice—these values, which we identify as Jewish values.”> “Has Spielberg given us 
a Jewish Lincoln? Or is it that Lincoln was ‘Jewish’ in his temperament, values and 


5 6 


actions: consumed by social justice in his fighting a war to abolish slavery; Moses-like 
in leading a people to freedom; talmudic in his use of disputation among a ‘team of 
rivals’ to lead the nation; alternately morose and jovial . . . ?”6 

In spite of the thematic focus of this particular documentary history, some may 
consider it ironic that not a single Jewish character appears in Spielberg’s film. That 
very fact has led some writers to postulate that in this respect, Lincoln is “a throwback 
to the days when Hollywood’s moguls, themselves Jewish-Americans, made movies 
about a seemingly non-Jewish America through the filter of their own very Jewish 
perspective.” Critics will undoubtedly continue to debate whether or not Spielberg’s 
and Kushner’s Jewishness pushed them to focus on the story of Lincoln and the 
Thirteenth Amendment. Yet one fact cannot be disputed: to the present day, there 
are American Jews who insist that even if he was not a Jew according to halakhah 
(Jewish law), Abraham Lincoln was “most certainly a man with whom we share a 
common heritage.”’ 

In his entertaining and touching book Land of Lincoln, Andrew Ferguson takes 
readers on a trip through contemporary America’s world of Lincolniana. The book is 
filled with dozens of captivating anecdotes Ferguson collected as he visited an array 
of historical sites and encountered a cornucopia of colorful people, all of whom have 
some connection to the legacy of Abraham Lincoln. Ferguson concludes his book with 
a particularly touching encounter he had while visiting Springfield, Hlinois, where 
Lincoln lived and where he is buried. 

The story was told to Ferguson by Frank Walker, manager of the Hilton Hotel 
in Springfield. A few days prior to Ferguson’s arrival, an elderly and very feeble man 
named Henri Dubin had been staying at the hotel. Dubin had difficulty getting around; 
he was suffering from Parkinson’s disease. The old man told Walker that it had taken 
him nearly forty years to gather the funds he needed to make his trip to Springfield in 
order to pay his respects to Lincoln. The reader is then told why the aging and ill Dubin 
had come to Springfield: 


[Dubin] said he’d been in the concentration camp. He pulled up his sleeve 
when he said this. Every time he mentioned the concentration camp he 
pulled up his sleeve, and you could see the number there. He said he knew 
about Abraham Lincoln and George Washington from when he learned 
about them in school as a boy. 
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... When he was in the concentration camp, and he was all alone in 
his cell, it was the worst time in his life and he didn’t think he could go 
on anymore. And he said Mr. Lincoln came to him. 

Mr. Lincoln stood right in front of him, just like ’m standing here 
in front of you. And Lincoln said to him, “You never forget: All men are 
created equal. This is true for all men for all times. And these men who 
would do this thing to you, who put you here, they’re no better than you. 
You are their equal, because all men are created equal. You keep remem- 
bering this, and you persevere, you'll be all right!” 

Well, from this time onward, the man says he knew he was going to be 
all right. He knew he was going to persevere. And he vowed if he ever got 
out of that concentration camp, he would come to Springfield, to thank 
Mr. Lincoln, he was so grateful. That is what he said.® 


To say that Lincoln has been a fascinating symbol of courage and leadership to 
millions of people is to state the obvious. To say that Lincoln has long been a Jewish 
lodestar is to state a fact. As Henri Dubin’s story movingly illustrates, not only have 
Jews long been inspirited by Lincoln’s life and legacy, but they have continuously been 
steeled by a sense that the idea of Lincoln has the potential to lift the fallen spirits of 
every generation. This conviction—the belief that Lincoln is the paradigmatic exemplar 
of America’s hope for a better world—may actually be the most enduring of all the bonds 


that have led American Jews to call Lincoln “Rabbi Abraham.” 


If Lincoln can justly be called the first typical American he can more justly be said 


to represent the summation of all the noblest qualities in Judaism.9 
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Party’s first national convention, which took place in Philadelphia, June 17-19, 1856. 
See Eric Foner, Free Soil, Free Labor, Free Men: The Ideology of the Republican Party 
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The Enigmatic Relationship between Lincoln and Isachar Zacharie, M.D. 
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on the first Jew to serve as a U.S. Army chaplain, see also “Michael Mitchell Allen 
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Holly Springs and preserved in the Official Records of the War of the Rebellion, 
Series I, vol. 17, Part II, 424. Another text, issued from Grant’s department head- 
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